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PROJECT PROPOSAL 
ABSTRACT 
CLOSING THE BACK DOOR:ENGAGING 


THE CONGREGATION IN 
CHURCH RETENTION 


By 


Willie H. Battle 


United Theological Seminary 


Mentors 
Harold A. Hudson, D.Min. 


Leroy Cothran, D.Min. 


Project context is Calvary Tremont Baptist Church, Columbus, Ohio. The problem within 
this congregation is the lack of ability to retain new members, thus creating what is 
termed the back door effect. The hypothesis is that through bible studies, sermons and 
focus groups, the congregation will become aware of the problem and their role in 
retention of new members. Methods used to measure the hypotheses were pre and post 
analysis. Research reflected a dramatic shift and increased awareness in congregational 


ability to retain new members and close the back door. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Church attendance and membership are rapidly declining, resulting in 
increasingly empty pews and collection plates. New members join the church by the front 
door but, when they do not retum, it is said that they leave by the back door. The purpose 
of this project, entitled Closing the Back Door: Engaging the Congregation in Retention, 
is to raise congregational awareness of membership absenteeism and involve disciples in 
retaining people who might be tempted to leave. The problem of weakening church 
retention does not discriminate; it affects all faiths and denominations. Therefore, while 
the project context is Calvary Tremont Baptist Church in Columbus, Ohio, the wnter sees 
relevance for any Christian congregation that experiences membership shrinkage. The 
fact that the title concept and phraseology appear frequently in researched material 
confirms this belief. 

In “No Shows,” Lovett H. Weems examines the decline in worship attendance of 
four denominations: Episcopal, United Methodist, Evangelical Lutheran Church of 
America and the Protestant Church USA. Weems’ study does not reveal a dramatically 
negative shift in congregational participation from 1950 to the 1960. In fact, the study 
shows growth until 2001 when a steady decline in membership, especially in smaller 
churches, began. 

Mega churches (1,000 members or more) continued, for the most part, to remain 


stable. Many congregations, however, alarmed by the trend, initiated their own studies. 


Weems says, “In addition to tracking weekly attendance numbers, some churches are 
tracking who actually worships during a month. Many pastors sense that the same 
individuals are worshipping throughout the year but not as often.”! 


Weems cites three issues that contribute to the no show problem: 


1. Anaging congregation must be careful that, in its established 
environment, young people do not receive the message that they do not 


belong. 


2. Worshippers attend less frequently. Some worshippers consider once 
monthly participation to be regular attendance. 


3. Lack of interest in religion. In this writer’s day, religion was an integral 
part of life and remains so. This life view may not be true for a younger 
generation.” 

This project was born out of this writer’s desire to see continued church 
participation in a time when it is on the decline. The context is the Calvary Tremont 
Missionary Baptist Church located on the near East side of Columbus Ohio, the same 
neighborhood where this writer grew up. It is a relatively poor neighborhood, but this 
writer calls it home. His elementary and Junior High schools are less than three blocks 
away. 

AS a young person growing up in Columbus the writer was introduced to the 
church where he enjoyed a sense of belonging. Going to church was very common; 
everybody went to church. As a matter of fact, if one did not belong, one was the odd 
man or woman out. People took pride in the church they attended and who their pastor 
was. Attending church was a vital part of the writer’s life. It remains critical to who he is 
today. Church membership to this writer makes sense, life without church seems 
inconceivable. 

1 Lovett H. Weems, Jr., “No Shows” Christian Century, October 5, 2010, 11. 


Ibid. 


About four years ago the writer heard his Pastor say, “Giving is down across the 
city about 30% and attendance is down as well.” It is easier for this writer to understand 
the financial fall off, for there was a time in his life when he was forced to neglect 
payment of his tithes. But even in those days he was still in attendance. 

Many questions consume this writer, among them, “Where are the congregations, 
where are those who no longer attend?” “Since the church was overjoyed when new 
members came in the front door, could the answer be that they left by the back door?” 

Chapter One of this project deals with the Ministry Focus. It invites the reader 
into the writer’s spiritual journey and the context in which the project was done. Chapter 
Two, r he State Of The Art, examines literature relevant to the project while Chapter 
Three, Foundations, covers the biblical, theological and historical perspectives of closing 
the back door. Chapter Four discusses Methodology, the approach utilized to design and 
accomplish the project. Field Experience, Chapter Five, shows data gathered during the 
group sessions and subsequent analysis. Reflections on the Project, Summary, and 


Conclusions for future research are found in Chapter Six. 


CHAPTER ONE 


MINISTRY FOCUS 


This chapter discusses the ministry focus of the project and presents the writer’s 
historical perspective. The writer has always desired to help those who have been left 
out. Having a passion for the less fortunate, he is a firm believer, especially as it relates to 
the church, in practicing an open door policy for all who want to enter therein. Jesus said 
it best in Matthew 25:40 when separating sheep from goats, “. . inasmuch as you did it to 
one of the least of these, My brethren, you did it unto Me.” 

From a young age, this writer was actively involved in the church community 
through groups such as the Usher Board, Youth Missionary Society and the Youth Choir. 
Having experienced, for years, the benefits of belonging, he feels all people should have 
the same opportunity. 

The context for this project is the very neighborhood where he grew up. In fact, 
the distance from his childhood home and Calvary Tremont Baptist Church is only about 
one mile. Historically, it has been a tough inner city neighborhood that presents the same 
problems for inhabitants today as it did for him when he was young. It was the church 
that became a refuge. Even though, at times, he thought of leaving, people worked to 
make him stay. Because of the care and compassion of the church, he found safety and 
inclusion and wishes the same for others who otherwise might be lost. 

What has become apparent to the writer, however, is a growing pattern of non- 


attendance particularly for members who have recently joined. They join with 


excitement but are soon nowhere to be found. It is this writer’s belief that ministry which 
focuses on keeping members is critical. With the development of an effective retention 
program, the church can defeat the problem of thinning attendance, not only in this 
present age but for ages to come. 

As people of all ages walk together or drive to church, a sense of community is 
created. As the bell on the steeple rings and groups begin to gather, a signal is sent 
throughout the neighborhood and beyond. It is time for church! Churches grow for 
many reasons: the preaching and teaching of the Word of God ora song that stirs 
someone to the point of committing themselves to Christ. Maybe fellowship sparks 
interest and recognition of the need to belong. The reasons why people join are too 
numerous to mention. Yet reasons for leaving can be many as well. This writer’s concern 


is the need to hold on to those who enter by the front door. 
Spiritual Journey 


The author’s spiritual journey began when, as a small boy, he found himself in the 
home of Sister Huff. It was the house where she lived but, to the author, it was a place 
called church for he and his family arrived there on Sunday morning dressed to “go give 
God some of their time.” Some time is what was given because all that the author can 
recall is running to the corner store with Sister Huff’s son Percy. 

Home life seemed normal—or, at least, normal for the author. Everyone in the 
house with the exception of the father attended church. Father was a drunk, not a drinker. 
A drinker drinks sometimes; a drunk’s desire is to stay drunk. Not only was he a drunk, 


he was an abuser. The author is not referring to spankings. What child does not deserve a 


spanking? He was an abuser who beat the mother too hard and too often. Dad stood about 
six feet two inches tall while Mom was only five feet two and the author wondered why 
God would allow that big man to beat this little woman. 

The police were called to the house many times and often the father would be 
taken away only to return home again in a few days. When the author was thirteen years 
old his older brother jumped on the father to stop the abuse. In reply, the father pulled out 
a knife to cut the older brother who yelled out to the author, “If you don’t get that knife, 
he is going to cut me!” The author tried to grab the knife but the father would not let go. 
The author, then, slammed the father’s hand into the closed door and the knife came out 
backwards completely cutting open the father’s hand. Blood was everywhere. That was 
the day the abuse stopped for, when the father came home, the sons made this statement, 
“Tf you touch her again, we will kill you.” During all of this, the author asked himself 
where God was. 

About this time the family had joined another congregation, Trinity Baptist 
Church of Columbus, Ohio. It was a church full of structure with many choirs, many 
groups, and many members. With all the programs, the author and his family became 
very active particularly in the choir, the youth fellowship, and the Usher Board. 

Father remained a drunk and, while he no longer physically abused the mother, 
she was continuously abused mentally. In spite of this environment, the author and his 
siblings all graduated high school. The author would be the first person in his family to 
attend any institution of higher leaming which was interesting considering the fact that 


his father only went to the sixth grade and his mom completed only the eighth. 


As the author entered college, he was overwhelmed by the workload but, finding 
there were no rules, he loved the socialization. All the author’s life there had been rules— 
wake up rules, go to bed rules, play rules, dating rules, and life rules—but all of a sudden, 
no rules. The author behaved like most of his counterparts; he lost his mind. The 
expression “sex, drugs and rock and roll” often refers to a dysfunctional pattern of 
behavior. The author changed the phrase to “sex, drugs, and rhythm and blues.” He had 
never seen such a party atmosphere and he was free to enjoy all the party he could. Cut a 
class, drink some rum, cut a class, play Bid Whist, cut a class, smoke a joint, cut a class, 
fool around with someone or anyone. Who cared as long as she was female? 

He did stop to take a look at himself to see if he was becoming like his father, the 
man he despised as a youth, but after only five seconds in the mirror, he said, “No way 
and no how.” Even after remembering all the abuse experienced as a young man, he was 
able to say, “That was him; this is me.” 

There was one occasion when a friend had to take a major exam and he needed an 
edge. The friend found out there was an earlier exam scheduled that morning and if 
someone would sit in the class, pretend to be a student, steal the exam and bring it back to 
the friend, he would get the edge he needed. The friend insisted that the class was in a 
large lecture hall and no one would know if a person was a student or not. So the author 
went to the class, stole the major exam and never gave it a second thought until later that 
night when he realized what he had done. Remorseful, he prayed that God would forgive 


him. Unfortunately, nothing changed because a year later the author had an accounting 


exam and someone who did work study in that department got copies. The author did 
well in Accounting 101 and 102. 

About this time the author met a colleague who would share his apartment. The 
author’s roommate smoked marijuana—a lot of marijuana—while the author had gone 
exclusively to alcoholic beverages. While they were living together no time was a bad 
time for a party. One night after losing a girlfriend, the author drank five fifths of cheap 
wine and spent the entire night throwing up. 

Yet during all of this drama, he was still an active church member who sang with 
the choir, ushered and supported all the ministries of the church. In fact, he served as 
president of the Ohio Baptist Youth Rally and was youth president of the Lott Carey 
Baptist Foreign Mission Convention. 

College finally came to an end with the author being celebrated as his family’s 
first university grad. He married the same year and, in an effort to get ahead, entered a 
management training program with a major food line. This newly married trainee was 
told who to hang with in order to get ahead but, unfortunately, these were people who 
closed down bars. While the author was drinking, the marriage was sinking. When the 
training was completed, the drinking did not end. Although the author learned that the 
divorce rate of store managers was very high, he still closed down bars, some nights too 
drunk to drive home. Forced to sleep it off in the car, he would not get home till 6:00 a.m. 
to face the wife who had a hard time believing he had only been at a bar and not with 


another woman. 


Three years later the author’s wife gave birth to a little girl and, with her birth, the 
author remembered the drunken abuse he had experienced as a child at the hands of his 
alcoholic father. He left his management position. 

After two years of jumping from job to job, the author was called by God into the 
ministry. It was one of the toughest periods of the author’s life, filled with wrestling with 
God, seeking direction and doing something the author never thought he would do. 
Ministry had never been a career in his family. In fact, when one comes from a family in 
which everyone celebrates having any job at all, career becomes a brand new word. 

The author’s mind was full of questions. To do what his Pastor had done for so 
many years, could he make the grade? Could he care enough for others and could he love 
enough? Could he be trained enough to do what other ministers do? Then what about 
school? Could the author do it? It had been five years since he had undergone any level of 
higher education and he had already completed what no other family member had done. 

Then the author remembered an agreement he had made with his uncle who had 
said, “If you go into the ministry, go to school.” In an effort to keep his promise, he 
decided to go to school. He had been told that there were only two accredited Black 
universities, ITC in Atlanta and Howard University in Washington D.C. He had never 
been to D.C. or Atlanta long enough to know anything about either place but God 
directed him to Howard and, in January 1986, he entered seminary. 

The author began what may have been the greatest faith leap of his life. Here he 
was in a strange city with a wife and a two year old daughter. With no promise of work or 
child care, the author and his wife left their jobs, sold their home and left close family ties 


to follow a dream and to pursue a goal. With $2000, they moved. Within the first two 


10 


weeks, they were all sick and had to nurse each other back to a state of wellness. To keep 
the family safe, the author moved about thirty miles outside of town. The commute to 
class was an hour but he was willing to take that drive every day to gain peace of mind. 

January and February passed without employment for the couple but, finally, in 
March there was a breakthrough. The wife found work scheduled in the early morning. 
The author’s classes were late in the day so he could stay home with the baby. Things 
were working well but the bills were piling up. The author needed work and, in May of 
that year, he became employed. 

Yet, as life goes, a new problem arose. Who was going to watch the baby? In what 
was to be a long list of blessings, the author’s neighbor watched children and had just 
gotten a vacancy. Now the author had a job, his wife had work too, and child care was 
across the street. God had pulled off a miracle in the middle of all the drama. 

Everything was set except a place to worship. The author had visited area 
churches but nothing felt like home and he was a diehard Baptist. Then he found the 
Providence Baptist Church in Baltimore, Maryland, where Marcus Woods served as 
Pastor. Once again the author had a complete family with jobs, child care, and worship. 
Since he was worshiping at Providence, his training took place there as well. Training 
was a challenge because Providence is an educated congregation in which every “1” is 
dotted and every “t” is crossed. At that time the author thought it was overkill but after 
going through the rigors, he now knows it was worth it. 

In September of 1987, the author and his wife had another child; this added to 
their overwhelming schedule. Life had sent so many challenges to him that he told his 


wife he was going to quit school and retum home. She would not hear of it. It took the 


1 


author’s wife ten minutes to preach to him on “look how far God has brought us.” The 
only thing lacking from the sermon was a text and, hearing her loud and clear, he stayed 
in school. 

In October of 1988, yet another challenge came; the author’s father died. Never 
mind the alcohol or the abuse; this was the author’s father. The author’s last memory of 
his father was his suffering from cancer with tubes running everywhere, yet with hands 
lifted out to hold the author’s one year old son. The author went home for the funeral and, 
seeing the hurt in his mother’s eyes, assured her that upon graduation he would return 
home. 

In the spring of 1989, with joy filling his heart, the author, his wife and two 
children celebrated his graduation from Howard. He relocated to familiar surroundings in 
Columbus—the same church and the same home. It was good to feel secure. 

However, the author retured to his home church to learn that he would preach 
only three times that year. He talked to the Lord and said, “I know you did not put me 
through all I went through not to allow me to preach.” 

The author has been preaching ever since. He began to preach at the special 10:40 
a.m. Sunday service. Soon his complaint was no longer an issue for he preached every 
Sunday for the next twenty years. 

He next became Pastor of Grace Baptist Church in Columbus, Ohio, where God 
blessed him to do a mighty work with a small congregation that was obedient to God and 
who believed in God, tithing, and the need to follow the Pastor. While at Grace, the 
author also worked a full time job at an alcohol and drug treatment center. God sent him 


there to gain a better understanding of substance abuse. The author had come full circle 
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from the child of an alcoholic father to his own period of using and finally to noticing the 
effect of alcohol and drugs on his own wife and children. He gained a better 
understanding of the process and the knowledge that there are those who cannot help 
themselves. Thank God for enlightenment. 

It was during this time of enlightenment, however, that he encountered what 
would be a long period of darkness. The author contracted macular degeneration, a 
disease that would prove to be a challenge for the rest of his days. Macular degeneration 
causes the eye to lose its focus and overtime his vision got worse. What normal people 
can see the author can no longer make out. No longer can he read a book; he needs 
gimmicks to help him see. No longer can he drive; the privilege has been taken away. 
When he considers preaching and teaching the Word of God with this disadvantage, the 
author is concerned about his future. 

He turns to the only source of help he knows. He calls on the name of God for a 
healing. No healing comes but God says, “My grace is sufficient.” Sometimes the author 
feels like Moses at the Red Sea with billows in front and Pharaoh’s army behind. Then he 
remembers what Moses did. Moses looked to the Lord and God told Moses, “Use what 
you have.” Moses raised a staff but the author raised his memory. The author uses his 
memory to preach and teach. The author has to work harder and longer but he continues 
the work of God. 

The author faces yet another challenge. It is the challenge of social preaching. 
How to deal with justice from the pulpit and not compromise the Word of God? The 
author sees it this way; he believes the Pastor is the watchman, the one who is aware of 


pending doom and danger. Since it is his job to stay aware of what is going on, it is his 
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job to warn others to be on their guard (‘The British are coming!’”), and to read between 
the lines to tell God’s people what the lines are not saying. The author accepts that the 
Pastor must be aware of and prepared to share what is going on in the world. 

After serving at the Grace Baptist Church for seven years, God sent the author to 
a full time pastorate in North Carolina. He concluded, “If Ican do ministry full time and 
if I was effective part time, there is no telling how blessed the ministry will be.” 
However, unknown to the author, the church was filled with seniors who wanted to keep 
things the way they had been for the last fifty years. 

God’s work has been a great challenge for this author. Through two pastorates, he 
has continued to put his best foot forward in order to rescue the perishing. He left his last 
pastorate to come home to a mother who was extremely ill with blockage to two valves of 
her heart. The doctors said they could not do surgery because if they opened her up she 
would not survive the operation. The author spent much time with his mom who now has 
no more blockages and who is overall in good health. 

Now that the author has returned home, he begins to look for work. He has been 
amazed at how many doors were closed. His first choice was to fill an open church; only 
two in town were open. One was a church that only talked about wanting a Pastor; the 
other was shell shocked by a Pastor who stole from them. For one the hiring process was 
slow; for the other the process was non-existent. The author preached at both and was 
well received at both, but no commitment was made. 

He has found comfort in a good church with a good Pastor where he and his wife 
may fellowship together and feel at home. The challenge for the author is to know that in 


this new church he is not the Pastor. Additionally, of course, he does not get to preach 
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every Sunday, just when the Pastor allows. This is a different role but it makes the author 
understand Jesus’ words when he taught that he who shall be the greatest must be a 
servant first. The author is in a good church—unemployed—but in a good church. The 
mortgage company has threatened to take the author’s home, credit card companies call 
about late payments and no payments. Letters come about back taxes owed to the IRS. 

In spite of his handicap, the author looks even harder for work. There should be 
something. “Let’s go back to retail. Ten years in the grocery business with seven of those 
years as a stock manager. Certainly someone needs help.” Resumes and more resumes, 
but no door opens. “Seven years as a drug and alcohol counselor. Certainly that should 
open a door.” The author hears his credentials have expired due to lack of use in another 
state. The resume shows too much experience or the resume shows too much education. 
All the author hears is, “We will keep your application on file.” 

In the middle of this madness, the author hears from the Lord, “Go to school.” 
The author replies, “I don’t know how I am going to pay or when I am going to pay.” Yet 
through all the ups and downs, he has leamed one valuable lesson—obedience is better 
than sacrifice. 

So now, the author is again a student after twenty years of no formal school 
setting. Here he finds himself, unsure of what is expected, or where he is going. Then he 
remembers that he has done this before. 


To God be the: glory; great things He has done! 
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Context Analysis 
Calvary Tremont Missionary Baptist Church 
1255 Leonard Avenue 
Columbus, OH 43203 
Ministry takes on many forms yet one perception stands out. That perception is 

that ministry is surrounded by four walls and a ceiling, housed in what some refer to as 
the church. Yet the church is not a building, but is, instead, an organism—a body. Just as 
the church is not a building or confined to a building, neither is ministry. Ministry is a 
portable lifestyle that goes wherever disciples travel as they address the needs of others 
within and outside of the church. 

This contextual analysis explores the Calvary Tremont Missionary Baptist Church 
of Columbus, Ohio and its ministries. Founded in 1928 by the late Rev. Lukas Hunter, 
the church was originally called Mount Calvary Baptist Church. There were few 
members and very little money and, a year after its inception, the Pastor left the church. 

As its few members began to drift away, the congregation floundered. Some 
of the disciples tried to stay together under the leadership of Deacon Amold Wimberly, 
his wife Ella, and their daughter Alberta (Aunt Dolly) Thompson (all deceased). 

A second congregation known as Tremont Temple Baptist Church had a few 
members and also was without a pastor. It was suggested that the two churches merge and 
become one. A business meeting was called and the result was Mt. Calvary Tremont 
Temple Baptist Church. 

At the suggestion of Sister Eliza Carson, a Tremont Temple member, the 


church name was shortened. “Mount” was dropped from Mount Calvary (there was 
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already a church in the city by that name) and “Temple” was dropped from Tremont 
Temple. The Calvary Tremont Baptist Church was established. 

Mt. Calvary, with four or five members and $3.00, and Tremont Temple, with 
five or six members and $4.00, combined their treasuries. They moved into 100 North 
Ohio Avenue where the rent was $.50 a week. Because of the depression, money was 
scarce and the church was sadly in arrears—and still without a pastor. 

A young man, thirty-five years of age, served in ministry at Friendship Baptist 
Church under the leadership of the late Rev. R.T. Gleaves. Rev. Gleaves recommended 
that this minister become the pastor of Calvary Tremont Baptist Church. In 1933, Calvary 
Tremont called its first pastor, Rev. William James Payden. 

Pastor Payden came with a vision, quickly took charge, taught, preached and 
organized Calvary Tremont. Since money was scarce, he consented to pastor for little or 
no salary. 

The first candidate for baptism was Sister Betty Jane (Adams) Pace, 
granddaughter of Deacon and Sister Amold Wimberly. Soon the congregation 
experienced poet through new converts and the return of old members. Because it 
became necessary to consider a larger church building, Rev. Payden immediately started 
searching for a new location. A house for sale at 579 North Ohio Avenue came to his 
attention but, knowing that the church could not afford to buy, he asked the owner to 
consider renting with the option to buy. The owner wanted to sell outright, but after 


prayer and further discussion, he allowed Rev. Payden to have the house on his terms. 
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The congregation continued to grow, enabling the church to pay Rev. Payden a 
small salary. Since it was not enough to support his family totally, he continued to work 
another job. 

In 1948, the mortgage for the first church building was burned and, in 1950, a 
new location at 1255 Leonard Avenue was acquired. Under the supervision of Rev. 
Hairston, work to build God’s house was started immediately. However, soon after 
ground was broken for the basement foundation, the blizzard of 1950 struck. The 
congregation would not be discouraged and, instead, sold dinners, held lawn-fetes as well 
as raffles and other activities to raise money for the new building. 

In 1955, worshippers moved into the basement of the present church which was 
heated by a coal stove. Two Calvary members, Deacon Alex Robinson and Deacon Isaac 
Dawkins (both deceased) were brick masons who helped to complete the installation of 
the brick exterior. In 1962, on Easter Sunday morning, the cornerstone was laid and the 
congregation marched upstairs into the new sanctuary. Worship services and other 
activities were held there for the next seven years, while work continued on the building. 

On February 16, 1976, the Lord called Rev. Payden home to rest. He had preached 
the word, pastored his flock, and completed his assignment as Pastor of Calvary Tremont. 
At his homegoing, Calvary Tremont was debt-free because Pastor Payden insisted that 
“we pay for everything as we go.” For this edifice, Calvary never burned a mortgage 
because the church never had a mortgage. 

Rev. Frank L. Heams became pastor, leading from 1977-1987. A major project 


during his tenure involved remodeling the pulpit, the vestibule, Sunday school rooms, the 
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choir stand and finance room. The church also purchased glass doors for the sanctuary, an 
organ, and a new piano. 

In 1987, Rev. Hearns was called to the First Baptist Church in Akron, Ohio, 
leaving Calvary Tremont without a pastor. This was to last for fifteen months. Yet with 
prayer and God’s help, the leadership of the Official Board and the congregation not only 
stayed together, but grew closer spiritually. 

In November 1988, the Lord sent Calvary a new pastor, Rev. Joseph Carter. On 
Christmas Sunday morning, Rev. Carter preached his first sermon as pastor and, on that 
day, the entire Carter family (Rev. Carter, his wife and mother, sons Brian and Stephen 
Carter, sisters Anna Bell Carter [now deceased] and Alzena Carter) became a loving part 
of the Calvary family. 

Pastor Carter was an excellent instructor of the Word. Under his leadership, the 
church studied courses entitled “Survival Kit” and “Experiencing God.” He initiated early 
Sunday Morning Prayer Services and Prayer Partners. Through pledges to the Building 
Fund, Calvary acquired two lots next to the church. Moreover, plans were underway to 
pave the parking lot. The church membership increased and four new deacons were 
ordained. Also at this time, the church’s name was changed and the word “Missionary” 
was added. From that day forward, the church has been known as Calvary Tremont 
Missionary Baptist Church. 

In October 1996, the current pastor, the Rev. Dr. Harold A. Hudson, was called to 
Calvary Tremont Missionary Baptist Church. Pastor Hudson possesses exceptional 
pastoral attributes that go above and beyond the call. His frequent visits and calls within 


the discipleship and community demonstrate his love and sincere caring for his Calvary 
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flock and others. Additionally, he is known as a “Pastor’s Pastor” and a mentor for young 
preachers who seek advice and direction. 

Pastor Hudson believes strongly in evangelistic ministry and community outreach. 
Under his guidance, the Food Pantry has been expanded and is associated with the Link 
Food Program. The parking lot has again been paved, the kitchen and basement 
remodeled, and two new vans plus the house adjacent to the church were purchased. A 
new roof was installed and the balcony renovated. New signs identify the church’s 
presence in the community. In 2001, the church voted to accept the architectural drawings 
for the new educational wing and to purchase the properties west of the church. 

God sent Calvary a great leader who has a vision for Calvary Tremont in this new 
Millennium. Pastor Hudson models what stepping out on faith really means. In 2002, 
Pastor shared his God-given vision for Calvary. “Catch the Calvary Vision” pledge 
program provided funds for the complete renovation of all church offices and the 
sanctuary including the pulpit, balcony, choir stand, new carpet installation, pew 
reupholstering, and lighting fixtures. 

In 2003, Calvary purchased a lighted sign, burned the mortgage for the southeast 
lot at Ohio and Leonard Avenues, and launched “Camp Exploration,” a summer day 
camp. Calvary also contracted to build the new educational wing. Since completion, the 
education wing has been utilized by the Sunday school, The Hannah Dillard Summer Day 
Camp, and The No Child Left Behind tutoring program and has housed two charter 
schools. The American Red Cross has recognized Calvary Tremont for five years for its 


participation in the Charles W. Drew Blood Drive. In 2007, Lifesavers Development 
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Corporation donated a mini bus to Calvary. A mortgage burning of the house adjacent to 
the church will take place this month. 

Not only has Calvary been blessed with a pastor who is a visionary but with one 
who is an educator. In 2003, Pastor Hudson received his Doctor of Ministry Degree from 
the United Theological Seminary in Dayton, Ohio. He became a doctoral mentor for 
United in 2004. Effective 2006, Dr. Hudson became an adjunct Professor at Ohio 
Christian University and in 2008 was voted Outstanding Professor of the Year. He has 
served on the Board of Trustees at United since 2005 and on the Board of Directors at the 
Maryhaven Hospital since 2001. Recently he was made Associate Dean of Doctoral 
Studies at United. 

Calvary’s membership roster lists 283 members with an average Sunday 
attendance of roughly 75. The church is diverse, made up of individuals who are working 
in or retired from fields such as education, Information Technology, and accounting. 
There are government and factory workers, homemakers and those with various other 
white and blue collar positions. Current ministries include the Deacon and Deaconess 
Boards, Greeters, Home Visitation, Liturgical Dance, Mime, Missionary, Mother’s 
Board, Music, Nursing, Security, Trustee, Usher Board, Van and Youth. 

The church is located in a tough part of town but this preacher knows the 
neighborhood like the back of his hand. Calvary Tremont is located at 1255 Leonard 
Avenue, the same street where the writer walked to elementary school. In those days, 
there was no bussing so one lived close to one’s school. This street was part of his paper 
route when he delivered the Citizen Journal, a local morning newspaper. On this street, 


he rode his bike, played sports and ran from the police. This is the street on which an 


21 


alcoholic looking for a drink pointed a gun in his face. This is the place where he was 
chased home by a gang and where, to this day, he still thanks God that they did not catch 
him! With all its dysfunction, this neighborhood is still home. 

Doors were always locked at night and everyone listened for anything that 
sounded out of order. Even in that atmosphere, a child could safely be gone all day long 
and not return until night. That was then; this is now. 

Now drugs are everywhere and no longer does one know one’s neighbor. In days 
past everyone was mother and father; now many young people do not behave like they 
have parents. While drugs fill the neighborhood, poor people do what they have always 
done—look for a form of escape. 

Columbus has a black city council president, a black fire department chief and a 
black mayor. Until his recent retirement, there was also a black chief of police. Yet in 
spite of so many African Americans in leadership, Columbus still lacks racial justice and 
righteousness (Please see attachment 1). 

What is the place of the preacher in these kinds of struggles? How is the preacher 
empowered in order to empower others? After pastoring two churches, this preacher 
finds himself occupying the role of associate minister. That role undeniably is to serve 
the pastor, assisting where he needs it and doing it to the best of one’s ability. It is 
difficult for a former pastor to exist in the role of an assistant. However, this preacher 
tells himself, “I declare this is where God wants me to be and I am educated enough to 
know I don’t know it all.” Teaching and preaching opportunities arise whenever the 
pastor says so. This minister is the pastor’s servant, supportive of all he does, looking out 


for his health and supplying anything that he may have missed so that no one is the wiser. 
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This minister loves to preach and loves to prepare to preach. There is a freedom 
few know when one allows God to talk to with him or her about his work. This, the 
writer believes, is one of his strong suits. It is one of his great loves. He has been the 
revival speaker for the past two years but the effectiveness of a revivalist loses its edge 
when the person is around the church all the time. It is time for another revivalist. Still, 
the associate role is understood. It is good simply to serve. 

The goal, however, is to pastor again be it in Columbus or some other city. A 
searching congregation will have received resumes from all over the country and being 
an older minister might hurt more than help the candidate’s chances. Yet a new 
assignment is coming! It may not be-anything expected but God specializes in things that 
seem impossible. One must press on. 

In the meantime, this project and challenge—perhaps, even, this time of 
preparation—is to find out why new members leave the church after a short time and are 
never heard from again. This is a challenge not just for Calvary Tremont but for all 
churches. Therefore, certain questions must be asked. Has the church failed to respond 
to the needs of new converts or are new converts not realistic about what the church is 
and the role the church and they themselves play? What is the church compelled to do, 
especially in a troubled neighborhood where violence is an everyday occurrence and 
where very few positive role models are around? Without a church based initiative, how 
can the body hope to hold on to anyone? 

Retention of new and old members—holding onto members in danger of 
leaving—must be a priority. First impressions are very important and somehow the first 


impression was good enough to get that person to join. What next does man have to do 
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and God have to do to make that first impression permanent? God does his part, but what 


about the church? What about this preacher’s assignment as he serves in this context? 
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Attachment One-Crime Statistics: 
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Synergy 


During the writer’s spiritual journey, a certain question was asked over and over. 
“Where was God?” It was a question that resulted from a tough lifestyle with an 
alcoholic father in a tough neighborhood with a lot of tough guys. The writer remembers 
at the age of eighteen having a gun put in his face; that memory is as vivid today as it was 
then. “Where was God?” 

Perhaps young people today go through the same tough existence. Maybe they 
join church the way the writer did and for the same reasons. In his case, a group about 
his age went up so he went also. They seemed to join out of a sense of camaraderie. 
“Everybody else has joined. Why not me?” 

For the record, the best way to join a congregation results from a spiritual 
awakening as God places a challenge on the soul so heavy that life would not be worth 
living without God in it. Often, however, churches seem to take members in any way 
they can get them with or without an awakening. Maybe as new members stay around a 
body of baptized believers, they will receive their conversion at a later time. There is the 
risk, however, that following the crowd will not lead to genuine conversion. 

The same risk exists when parents make decisions for their children. In the 
movie, The Omen, parents take a demon-child to the church to be christened, but every 
time the baby crosses the threshold of the church, he screams bloody murder! Yes, it was 
just a movie but it illustrates in a very graphic way the fact that no one can make the 
decision for someone else. How much better it would be if the child or the adult makes 


his or her own decision to join church while experiencing God’s power. 
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All are beckoned by the spirit of God but not all respond wholeheartedly even 
as they walk the aisle. Therefore, it is the challenge of the church to educate, train and 
assure new members that they have made the best decision of their lives. 

The neighborhood out of which many converts emerge is not much different 
from the one in which this preacher grew up except that even more families are being 
raised by mothers. In the homes and schools where young men spend most of their time, 
there is a lack of role models to teach them fatherhood. This is particularly true in urban 
settings but evident in the suburbs, as well. Regardless of the cultural starting point, 
learning the Christ-walk is never easy even with good teachers. It is next to impossible 
without them. 

The question, then, is not just, “Where is God?” The question is also, “What role 
must the church play to nurture and retain converts, especially the youth?” Once they 
enter into Christian community, how are they kept in? 

The church, which is the body of Christ, represents leadership in the larger 
community and should be a place rich with positive godly role models. Is God, then, 
evident in the relationships formed between the existing congregation.and new members? 
Tf not, why not? Could the leadership of the pastor who is God’s representative 
contribute to the problem? There are some churches where the pastor is not allowed to 
lead and, even if encouraged to lead, he or she may not have the necessary skills and 
support to keep new members engaged. Is the pastor’s God-given vision supported by 
the disciples? 

In new member’s class, are converts taught what is expected of them or do long 


time members—afraid of new ideas and new faces—block their learning? Most people 
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are just trying to find a place to belong but jealousy is a major problem in all churches. 
In an effort to keep their own positions, do those who are insecure run the new member 
away? “Nobody’s going to take my job!” There is enough work for everyone. At no 
time, has this preacher heard any pastor say, ““I have too many workers and I want some 
of them taken away.” 

Jesus came to seek the lost. The challenge of the church is to invite the lost in 
and behave in such a way that encourages them to stay. Through evangelism the lost can 
be brought in through the front door but anti-evangelism will usher them out the back. 
The church must make a conscious effort to keep them in by closing the back door. This 
project will examine problems associated with retention of church members and suggest 
solutions to those problems. 

It is a fact that the more this writer knows, the more he realizes that there is much 
he does not know. Anyone who accepts this realization should be one who is on a journey 
to learn even more. To accept this premise indicates that one desires further 
enlightenment; to learn less would be unacceptable. One might, however, reach the 
opposite conclusion. Since learning will always lead to the need for more learning and 
since a person will never learn it all, what is the use? 

In his lecture on action research, Dr. Jackie Baston of United Theological 
Seminary stated, “If you aren’t going to use your degree for anything other than 
pastoring, why are we in a D.Min. program?” True education can be gained without a 
degree. If a person completes a Doctor of Ministry degree just to have Doctor attached to 
his or her name and if there has been no academic challenge to the person or the ministry, 


everyone is cheated. On the other hand there are many much like this writer who have a 
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desire and a drive to learn but who, in order for their educational level to reach higher 
heights, must be involved in a disciplined environment where assignments are handed out 
and timely completion is required. 

Because a student is in the arena of higher education where learning is mandated 
does not mean he or she will perform. For this writer, however, failure is not a part of his 
makeup; he must perform successfully and, in his success, learning will have taken place. 

Sometimes learning comes from the position one holds. For instance, as a Pastor 
this writer’s job is to avoid having an uneducated church. During the first seminary 
education, the writer was taught that a good Pastor should have a Bible in one hand and a 
newspaper in the other. As stated in the spiritual autobiography, the Pastor must be the 
watchman who sees what others do not see and who makes them aware of pending 
danger. The Pastor not only prays for the congregation but watches on their behalf, for 
Christians are taught to watch as well as pray. For the educated Pastor, tricks become 
more obvious and deceit more easily revealed. Seeking education is simply part and 
parcel of wanting to be a good Pastor. 

In Professional Development as Transformative Learning, Patricia Cranton 
stresses the importance of such seeking. She discusses how the learning curve hits the 
adult instructor as well as the adult student. Cranton makes the reader see things that the 
learner does without thinking. She makes three great points on critical reflection when 
she says “we learn, we develop and we grow. If the student has not been influenced there 


is no effect on the learner.”! In the effort to learn, the student may be affected positively 





Patricia Cranton, Professional Development As Transformative Learning: New Perspectives for 
Teachers of Adults (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1996), 75. 
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or negatively, but there is an effect. In other words, new learning either supports earlier 
findings giving the student a stronger core in his or her development or it hinders 
retention of prior perspectives, prodding the learner toward change. 

When Cranton speaks of the development of the educator, she challenges the 
reader to move to another level, that of allowing perspectives to change. Cranton puts it 
this way, “... development means moving from the acquisition of knowledge and 
understanding into questioning our existing assumptions, values and perspectives.”” One 
of the writers she uses to discuss critical reflection is Dewey (1933). Dewey’s definition 
of critical reflection stresses that the educator must become a thinker. Cranton says, 
“When people think they delay reaction until they (1) understand the sais 
thoroughly, (2) know the goal they want to reach, (3) consider as many options as 
possible for reaching that goal, (4) weigh the options, and (5) make a plan all before 
taking action.”? She references Schon (1983) who claims that people think on their feet 
and just know what to do to which Cranton concludes, “Reflection could be, for different 
people, unarticulated intuitions, a detailed review or an experience, a logical analysis, or 
an evaluation of feelings.”* Cranton further states that in order for learning to be 
transformative, it must change one’s perspective. 

As an educator there should be some change in perspective; otherwise, true 


learning has not taken place and the only thing gained is more information. If this writer, 
2 Wbid., 76. 
3 Thid., 77. 
4 Ibid, 78. 


> Ibid., 80. 
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as an educator, has a desire to expand his response to any learning endeavor, he should 
have the freedom to do so and to declare what he thinks is best. Each educator has a 
particular slant based on how his or her life has developed. That slant, at least, partially 
defines who the educator is and his or her perceptions. Who the educator is as reflected in 
the slant and perceptions colors how information speaks to his or herself. No two people 
gathering the same information come up with the same conclusion unless the information 
is so direct that no other conclusion can come forth. If the number 100 is divided by six, 
the result is a repeating decimal of .666.... yet different results may be obtained by how 
far one carries the number after the decimal point. The values are close but dependent on 
how one.uses the information. Cranton makes this comment, “If ee development is 
to be emancipatory or transformative, it is important that educators have control over 
their learning and access to the resources they need for learning.”® 

What this writer calls “learning on your own,” Cranton calls self-directed 
learning. Quoting Candy (1991), she lists four levels of self-directed learning: 

1. A personal attribute 

2. Self management 

3. Learner control 

4. Not learning in institution but in the national setting’ 

Cranton also shares Knowles’ definition of self-directed learning as a process in 

which learners “take the initiative, with or without the help of others in diagnosing their 


needs, setting objectives, selecting resources, choosing learning strategies, and evaluating 


® Cranton, Professional Development as Transformational Learning, 51. 


7 Thid., 52. 
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their progress.”* While researchers and practitioners have rejected his work, this writer is 
in agreement with Knowles’ position. Later Brookfield (1986) initiated “the change in 
self-directed learning, he recommended it as the critical practice of adult education.” 

Cranton again mentions Knowles (1975, 1980) who claims that “self-directed 
learning is a process in which learners take the initiative with or without the help of 
others in diagnosing their needs, setting objectives, searching resources; strategies and 
evaluating their progress.”'° While Knowles was rejected by many, his findings make 
sense. There are those who want to study on their own but find it is difficult without the 
support of other educators. 

Cranton states that self-directed learning is an autonomous process as it relates to 
transformative learning because transformative learning involves changing underlying 
assumptions, beliefs, and values; it must essentially be directed by the self.'! In her 
definition of self-management she quotes Candy (1991) who defines self-management as 
the willingness and capacity to conduct one’s own education.” 

Another function of self-directed learning is autodidaxy defined by Candy as 


intentional self-education.’* In short, people can learn what they want to learn and 
8'Cranton, Professional Development as Transformational Learning, 53. 
9 Thid., 54 
10 Ihid., 53 
1) qhid., 59 
12 Ibid, 61 


13. thid., 70 
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nothing is out of bounds. Autonomy refers to self-governing or independence; in order for 
learning to be independent, one must have control over all phases of learning. Jarvis 
(1992) states “that where control is delegated, self-directed learning is a teaching 
technique rather than a learning strategy” while Cranton adds, “It is when a person owns 
or controls the space to-begin with and also has a desire to exercise free will, that 
autonomy can develop.”’* While autonomy is critical in the learning endeavor, its goal is 
transformation for the adult educator and, therefore, must be coupled with critical 
reflection. Mezirow (1991) states that “not all education involves reflective learning, 
however fostering reflective and transformative learning should be the cardinal goal 

of adult education.” Consider this additional statement, “Adult development means the 
progressive realization of an adult’s capacity to fully participate in rational dialogue, to 
achieve a broader, more discriminating, permeable and integrating understanding of 


his/her experience as a guide to action.”** 


Continued learning is a critical part of the educator life for, if the educator is 
saturated and transformed, all persons with whom he or she is involved will share the 
learning experience. As one educates others, that person also is educated, changes and 


grows which is what transformative learning is. Patricia Cranton encourages the reader to 


enter into that process. 


\4 Cranton, Professional Development as Transformational Learning, 110. 
15 Yhid., 113. 


16 Yhid., 117- 


CHAPTER TWO 
THE STATE OF THE ART IN MINISTRY 


This section examines literary works that support the ministry project beginning with a 
publication from the Creative Leadership series. C. Kirk Hadaway (What Can We Do About 
Church Dropouts?) describes the challenge of diminishing church retention and prescribes 
possible solutions. He states, “Church professionals and lay leaders realize that the church has a 
large ‘back door.’ It is so large, in fact, that real growth is difficult for most congregations.” 
Hadaway adds that newly converted members may grow the membership roll; however, this does 
not necessarily translate to increased participation in Sunday school or worship services. 
Hadaway focuses primarily on people who have made a profession of faith and been 
baptized or have grown up with a commitment to some church body but subsequently have 
dropped out. For congregations dealing with this predicament, he suggests the following: 
Members should determine types of unchurched members in their community. 

. Determine who can be reached now without a lot of training. 

. Determine who you want to reach. Consistent dropouts will be harder to reach than 
those who are new to the community. 

4. Leaders should determine changes necessary to reach new converts and 
retain existing members. 

. Develop a plan with detailed strategies to accomplish your goal. 


. The plan must be articulated and stated to the congregation as a new church vision 
. Put the plan in action? 


Ww bho 


SENN 


1 C. Kirk Hadaway, What Can We Do About Church Dropouts? (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1990), 11. 
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Donald P. Smith’s Closing the Back Door: Toward the Retention of Church Members 
addresses retention in the United Presbyterian and United Methodist churches. Coupled with his 
How to Attract and Keep Active Church Members, one can review topics such as: leading as 
servants, empowering youth, enriching the lives of seniors, nourishing families, supporting 
singles, and incorporating new members. In Closing the Back Door, dropouts do not simply 
move from one congregation to another or even from one denomination to another. They drop 
out of the church altogether. This is especially devastating in smali communities where, because 
of the limited population, there is rarely a large influx of new members to balance those who 
leave. The church, therefore, must work even more diligently to strengthen retention. The writer 
has personally experienced this dynamic in both churches he has pastored. 

Martin Pable in Reclaiming the Fire also stresses the danger of an open back door but from 
a Catholic perspective utilizing a George Gallup survey of inactive Catholics. While Pable 
accepts that absentee Catholics may be practicing in the larger community ministry work such as 
visiting the sick, feeding the hungry, and secking shelter for the homeless, their absence is still 
felt within the congregation. The author believes that, if members could work just on close 
friends and families alone, worshipper numbers would greatly improve. 

Pable cites five common challenges shared by those in the Catholic faith when attempting 
to reach lost members. The writer believes that these challenges are shared by all worshipping 
bodies. Pable says Catholics can understand the call for reconciliation by the five common life 
situations they experience. They are: 

1. Their own children, grandchildren and neighbors have drifted away as part of their 

“growing up.” 
2. Sons and daughters who married with great hope only to have those hopes dashed by 


natural conflict or divorce, who now feel excluded from the table of Christ. 
3. Those that were born as solid Catholics but are disillusioned by the lack of change. 
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4, Friends and family members who have joined other churches and are being challenged 
by their catholic beliefs. 
5. And someone who was offended by another in church and just walked away.° 
In order to bring congregants back to the family of faith, the author suggests that 
Catholics reach out to non-active people utilizing a mindset of reconciliation. This mindset is 
much-needed regardless of religious persuasion. 

Julia Dunn, author of Quitting Church, takes a different approach. In addition to studies 
and surveys, she presents testimonies from former members who reveal their problems with the 
church. One interviewee talks about a convert who early in his membership needed a ride. At 
first, parishioners were eager to help. He was picked up on a regular basis but it was not long 
before people forgot he was there. When he called them on the cell phone, they were already at 
church and did not feel like making an extra trip. When he shared this news to the church 
leaders, they told him he was on his own. That is when he left the church. Dunn adds that the 
process of leaving can be so subtle that the loss is almost invisible. She states, “They leave so 
quickly sometimes without anyone even noticing; they slowly slip out the doors never to 
return,” 

In Church Retention, Pastor Darius Martin of Emanuel Fellowship C.0.G.LC. discusses 
the lack of consistent and continuous leadership that can cause members to go astray. It would be 
wonderful if every church program had a large supporting cast. Although many programs start 
that way, enthusiasm can soon die down, especially if people insist upon rapid results. Martin 


emphasizes this point in a sermon entitled “A Watched Pot Never Boils.” In addition Christine 


3 Martin Pable, Reclaiming the Fire (Notre Dame: Ave Marie Press, 2002), 101 


* Julia Dunn, Quitting Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2008), 23. 
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Williams, put in charge of the small groups by Martin, shares the frustration of praying for 
something that never happens. 

Of particular interest to the writer of this project is The Church Covenant also known by 
Baptists as “rules to live by.” The covenant emphasizes that those already belonging to the 
church should seek the salvation of our kindred and acquaintances. The church is called upon to 
witness to the lost and, in so doing, souls can be saved.° 

A short but powerful piece is “No Shows” by Lovett Weems Jr. Weems acknowledges the 
great influx of new members in the 1950’s and 1960’s. However, he also points to the decline in 
church membership from the late 1990’s to the early 2000’s. Within this period, he recognizes a 
temporary growth spurt in the early to mid 90’s. An increase of any size shows the possibility of 
growth; however the article quotes a survey of active church members which defines regular 
attendance as attending twice a month. 

In Minding the Good Soil, Jason Vickers discusses the importance of and various modes of 
nurturing the existing congregation. Vickers says, “The problem of numeric decline is especially 
troubling for families with no young people in worship.”® According to Vickers, churches may 
have to make dramatic moves in order to encourage consistent attendance. His article reminds 
this writer of a time when Calvary Tremont Baptist Church moved the Sunday school hour until 
after 11:00 worship. This appeared to be an effective tactic because attendance in church school 
increased. However, a challenge arose in timing worship so that it ended at a certain time. In 
order that the church could enjoy worship without time restraints, Sunday school was returned to 


its original scheduled hour. 


5 Details regarding the Covenant will be further outlined in Chapter Three, Theoretical Foundation, 


® Jason Vickers, The Good Ground (Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2011), 6. 
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Of all the authors reviewed, Vickers most strongly acknowledges the presence of the 
Holy Spirit as the necessary agent to cure churches ills, including membership retention. The 
Holy Spirit is the One who draws humanity to the church in the first place and, surely, can 
empower the church to close the back door. 

Additionally relevant to this project is a book entitled 5 Keys for Church Leaders by 
Kevin Martin. Two of Martin’s keys address leadership and closing the back door. Under 
leadership he stresses that an effective leader must operate as a team player and not a dictator. 
Examining the closure of the back door, Martin presents an exhaustive list of why people leave 
church e.g., death and job relocation. He agrees with Dunn when he states that ,”Even sadder, 
most congregations do not know when the people are leaving; they usually find out much too 
late.”” However, he concludes by saying a vibrant church has its eye on the front door as well as 
the back door. In other words, hospitality and inclusion are critical coming and going. This 
writer could not agree more. 

The writer found Smith’s How to Attract and Keep Active Church Members to be 
extremely helpful. Following his suggestions on aforementioned topics (leading as servants, 
empowering youth, enriching the lives of seniors, nourishing families, supporting singles, and 
incorporating new members) will certainly strengthen small or aging congregations. Smith 
insists, “Membership loss is a special urgency for congregations whose local context is 


unfavorable to church growth. If they are to survive they must keep the members they already 


have.® 


"Kevin Martin, 5 Keys for Church Leaders (New York: Church Publishing, 2007), 66. 


® Donald Smith, How to Attract and Keep Active Church Members (Lousiville, KY: John Knox Press, 
1992), 15. 
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Not everyone sees benefit in or even the possibility of completely closing the back door. 
In fact, David Murrow in Why Men Hate Going to Church quotes one man as saying, “I can 
worship God out in nature better than I can sitting in a church building.”” Bishop Walter 
Thomas of the New Psalmist Baptist Church, Baltimore, Maryland would not endorse that 
statement yet, when preaching, he often says that a church can actually grow when certain people 
leave through the front or the back. Members whose motives and behavior are contrary to the 
God-given vision of the church serve only as roadblocks to Kingdom building. Dr. Keith Troy, 
Pastor of the New Salem Missionary Baptist Church, Columbus, Ohio, states that congregations 
should take a reality check when people join church since only one of four can probably truly be 
added to the rosters as members. 

In Learning to Walk in the Dark, Barbara Brown Taylor has much to say about the 
changing position of the church in culture and resulting membership loss: 

While the dark night of the soul is usually understood to descend on one person at 

a time, there are clearly times when whole communities of people lose sight of the 

sun in ways that unnerve them. This seems to be what is happening to a lot of church 

people right now, especially those in denominations that are losing members at an 

alarming rate. While they experiment with new worship style and set up Facebook 

pages, most of them know that the problem runs deeper than that. The old ways of 

being Christian are not working anymore, not even for those who are old themselves. 

Something in the ways has died, or is dying—truly cause for great sorrow, even among 

those who know the time has come—and yet at the same time something is being born. . . 


_ the one thing most emerging Christians will say is that the faith they inherited from 
their elders is all worn out.'° 


This writer is not yet ready to give up on “old time religion” and puts stock in the saying, 


“If you fail to plan, you plan to fail.” Wayne Cordeiro says, “We should ask the Lord what is 


° David Murrow, Why Men Hate Going to Church (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 201 1), 4. 
Barbara Brown Taylor, Learning to Walk in the Dark, (New York City: HarperOne, 2014), 140-141. 
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His plan for the church. Then ask him for the strength to take on the plan.'’ The writer agrees 
that one needs to follow a plan that gets back to authentic basics and in which inclusion is 
paramount. 

An additional work that captured this writer’s attention and that supports his position, 
will be explored extensively at this point. It is Essentials Church?: Reclaiming a Generation of 
Dropouts co-authored by Thom S. Rainer and Sam S. Rainer. The authors recall a conversation 
shared with a man named John who spoke about an empty hole in his life. John revealed to them 
that he was no longer involved in church. “The church is not essential in my life.” This statement 
caused the authors to examine the concept of the essential church. What really matters? What 
must the church do and be? Perhaps they could learn how to reduce the dropout rate. Study 
results are represented in a pie chart of inactive members with 10 reasons why people leave 
church.’ They then identified four areas on which the church must focus in order to be essential. 
The essential church must: 

1. Simplify — get structure right 

2. Deepen — get content right 

3. Expect — get the attitude right 

4. Multiply — get the action right” 

Most pastors and lay people are aware that the church is losing members even while the 


overall population is expanding. “From the period of 1990-2004, the United States grew by 


"Wayne Cordeiro, The Irresistible Church (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers, 2011), 4. 


2 Thom S. Rainer and Sam S. Rainer, Essential Church? Reclaiming A Generation Of Dropouts 
(Nashville: B & H Publishing Group, 2008), 3. 


8 Ibid. 7. 
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eighteen percent, the church population declined by three percent.”"* The populace of the United 
States currently exceeds 300 million people yet.one cannot tell it by the church. At one time 
membership in a body of faith was almost automatic; today fewer members join and even fewer 
are being baptized into Christianity. 

How has the church’s position in community changed? During the 1950s the church was 
the spring board for most community needs. When Rosa Parks refused to give up her bus seat to 
a white man in Alabama, the church was the meeting place for the organization of the subsequent 
movement called the Montgomery Bus Boycott. In the movement, African Americans used their 
own cars and whatever means necessary to avoid riding the local bus. It took some time but 
when it was all said and done, African Americans could sit wherever they wanted on the bus. 

What happened to the minister who walked the neighborhoods wearing the ministerial 
collar proud to indicate whose he or she was, stopping to throw a football every now and then? 
Has the world become so dangerous that everyone—even once respected clergy—is afraid to 
walk the streets? 

How bad is the shrinkage in church involvement? If one were to examine membership 
rosters of churches and compare them to numbers of people who actually attend worship, the 
numbers might be sharply different. As a young man, this writer remembers asking his Pastor, 
“How many members does the church have?” The reply was, “Three thousand (the sanctuary 
could only seat 700).” When questioning the obvious discrepancy, the writer was told, “Once 
you join this church, you are always a member.” In other words, even though one may not be 


physically present, the names remain on the rosters, inflating the membership picture. 


4 Ibid. 11. 
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That is not an isolated situation. Whether or not people continue to attend worship or 
participate in ministry, many will claim membership in a particular congregation long after they 
have ceased to darken church doors. While pastoring in North Carolina, the writer frequently 
encountered that mindset. In one conversation with a local resident, the writer asked, “What 
church do you attend?” The resident named as his home church the very congregation where this 
writer preached every Sunday. The writer had led the congregation for over three years and the 
resident did not know the pastor! 

The Rainers have listed seven sins of the dying church. They are, as follows: 

Sin #1 Doctrine Division — The church must never minimize doctrine to keep or bring 
someone into the church. That tactic could be, at best, a temporary solution. Yet when the 
church changes one doctrine, others are soon to follow. The result is confusion over what one 
really believes. 

Sin #2 Loss of Evangelistic Passion ~ The church must not lose her excitement in sharing 
the old story of Jesus and His love. Disciples must preach, teach and uplift the name of jaau 
wherever they go. It is Jesus who is the framework for Christian belief. Therefore the church 
should not only tell Christ’s story but do so with enthusiasm. 

Sin #3 Failure to be Relevant — People have always sought answers to life problems even 
as the form of those problems changes. There is no denying that Jesus is the answer. Where else 
can people find the saving power of God’s grace? Yet, while it is true that “Jesus knows all about 
our struggles, and he will guide till the day is done,” today’s difficulties must be addressed so 
that today’s population can relate to the Gospel message. The writer believes that is where 


Barbara Brown Taylor feels the ball has been irretrievably dropped. 
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Sin #4 Few Outwardly Focused Ministries - As mandated in Matthew 28:19, the church 
must be missionary-focused. The church is not to be turned inward but must venture beyond her 
doors, practice outreach, and be intentional about seeking opportunities to teach and preach Jesus 
to the unchurched. 

Sin #5 Conflict over Personal Preferences — Huge power struggles occur in the church 
over some of the smallest things. Is communion served on first Sunday or second? Is communion 
served in the morning or at supper time? Afier all, it is called the Lord’s Supper. Who should 
serve the supper, the Pastor or an ordained deacon? Who should touch the communion tray? 
Who should take it to the sick and shut-in members? There are many twists and tums to the 
“appropriate” handling of this one aspect of religion. Multiply this dynamic by the number of 
issues and the number of people and the opportunities for confusion are endless. 

Sin #6 The Priority of Comfort - Comfort is paramount to those who want to remain. 
comfortable. Comfort is important to Jesus, as well. Jesus came to comfort the afflicted and to 
afflict the comfortable. The Lord deals with men and women in the manner that is necessary to 
cause transformation; certainly there is nothing always comfortable about that. 

If Jesus himself wanted comfort, he would never have challenged the Jewish leaders. He 
would only have been seen with those accepted by the status quo. He would never have 
submitted to the beatings, drunk the cup of suffering or gone to the cross. Doing what is 
comfortable is easy may appeal to disciples but disciples are to be like Jesus. 

Sin #7 Biblical Illiteracy — If one preaches and teaches the Word of God, one should at 
least study it. There is nothing more irritating than a spiritual leader who does not know the 
message he or she proclaims. So many young adults leave the church because either they do not 


understand established tradition or cannot find a connection. They need to be taught in ways they 
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can understand. While their mothers and fathers made their connection, children are of a 
different generation and speak a different language. This writer is not suggesting a change in 
church doctrine to accommodate the new generation, but what pulled Mom and Dad to church 
yesterday does not work today. Barbara Brown Taylor may be on to something. Young people 
are simply stating “my faith is not my parent’s faith.”? 

Additionally, some young people believe that church attendance is not critical to strong 
and constant faith. For example, when young people go off to college, there is often also an 
exodus from the church. No longer are they led by their parents, community or church. For 
many it is the first time they have been alone to make decisions. For some, campus life does 
include church. For others, not so much. 

This writer pastored in a small town where the consistent cry of graduates was, “I am not 
coming back here.” and “Now that I am grown, I am gone.” Certainly some came back to the 
church but many did not even when they continued to profess faith. It is said that “only 53% of 
church goers are in line with their beliefs.”"® Yet in college there is often an increased awareness 
of a student’s spirituality that plays out in a search for who they are and where they are headed. 
As these questions are pursued, interest in religious matters goes up but does not necessarily 
include regular church attendance. 

Many people—not just students—remark that they are spiritual but not religious. The 
problem with spirituality is that the concept has been attached to just about anything. People 
involved in twelve step programs such as Alcoholics Anonymous may say they are spiritual. The 
football player who finds himself on a real high during a game may say they are spiritual! 


8 thid., 26. 


16 Thid., 30. 


Vegetarians may say they are spiritual because they keep their bodies clean of meat. Spirituality 
has come to mean whatever habits one practices or where one feels passion. 

The writer has witnessed church dropouts who come to church only on special occasions 
such as Mother’s Day and Easter. (For some reason, Father’s Day is very seldom included in the 
special days.) Some attend on Communion Sunday perhaps thinking, “If I take the Lord’s 
Supper, I will be in good standing.” Another group may come simply to see if any changes have 
been made, if the Pastor is preaching with more power, or just to say hello to old friends. 

“Parents are a critical element in keeping young people in church. 717 Vet young people 
must see how religion is working in the lives of parents to accept what they are saying. Above 
all, parental hypocrisy must be avoided. Parents may tell a young adult, “Do as I say, not what 1 
do.” That phrase did not work when they were babies and is not about to work as they gain 
maturity. 

Seventy-five percent of young people surveyed by the Rainers said that their parents 
attended church regularly although regular is a relative term. The authors graphically display the 
percentage of dropouts and those who stayed when parents lead in spiritual guidance. 81 earning 
begins at home; therefore parents are the first teachers of both home and church values. Lessons 
in hypocrisy begin at home also. When children are made to attend church because parents insist 
it is important but the parent does not go, what is taught is hypocrisy. Additionally parents 
should have learned church lessons well so that they can share with their youth. Family prayer is 
an integral part of spirituality and active membership is important. A Christian life style must be 


uncompromising. These are the things parents can, not just talk about but, show to a child. 


17 Thid., 93. 


18 Thid., 98. 
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One must not overlook leadership, when examining reasons for church dropouts. 
Deacons, Trustees, Nurses, Ushers, Directors of all auxiliaries and ministries all have impact 
especially on impressionable youth. None, however, stands out more than the Pastor. The Pastor 
is the visionary of the church, the one responsible and the one to whom everyone looks for 
guidance. The Pastor is the one where the buck stops. Officers may falter and yield to sin but 
not the Pastor. Dropouts can sometimes accept leaders who are not perfect but not the Pastor. 

While stumbling of the first group may cause disruption, failure by the Pastor can bring 
devastation. Although it is well known that the Pastor is human and subject to make mistakes, 
forgiveness for the pastoral error is hard to come by. Once the illusion of perfection is gone, 
disappointment and distrust sets in. Only the strong Christian can forgive a failed leader. 
Unfortunately, the dropout is weak and may find it impossible to forgive. 

Speaking as a former pastor, this writer sees the Rainers list of sins and solutions as not 
just a divine wish list. For with God all things are possible.’” With God, one can open the flood 


gates of possibilities even when human reasoning would dictate that only a trickle of possibilities 


can be realized. 


19 Matt. 19:26. 


CHAPTER THREE 
THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 


Modern culture exists in a world where change is constant and inevitable. This is true in 
the ecclesiastical arena as well as in the secular. Many congregations that once had a history of 
strong membership are now in decline. This phenomenon does not discriminate. Margaret Zipse 
Kornfeld, in Cultivating Wholeness, states that no religious group is without its struggle with 
change. Protestants, Roman Catholics and the Jewish churches are experiencing losses. 
Evangelicals are thriving while others are getting smaller.’ 

Even casual examination reveals a dramatic drop in church attendance. Many 
congregations, regardless of denomination and ethnicity, are challenged by this trend. In “The 
Present Crisis: The Impact of the Membership Decline in the Mainline Churches,” William 
Willimon and Robert Wilson examine the loss of congregants that they claim is equivalent to 
closing one local church of 700 members every day for fifteen years.’ This writer finds it 
interesting that so much alarm is sounded regarding the historical decline of church attendance 
without corresponding emphasis placed on the history of church retention. 

God is concerned with seeking, saving and retaining the lost. Throughout Scripture God 


expresses the desire to gather God’s children back into the fold. In Jeremiah 50:6, through the 


’ Margaret Zipse Kornfeld, Cultivating Wholeness: A Guide to Care and Counseling in Faith Communities, 
(New York: Continuum, 2005), 300. 


William H Willimon and Robert L Wilson, “The Present Crisis: The Impact of the Membership Decline in 
the Mainline Churches,” Quarterly Review (Nashville, TN: The United Methodist Publishing House, Fall 1987), 74. 
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prophet of Anathoth, God states, “My people have been lost sheep, their shepherds have led them 
astray and caused them to roam on the mountains. They wandered over mountain and hill and 
forgot their own resting place.” God expects sheep to be kept in a safe place. 

God not only acknowledges lost sheep; God insists that they will be found. In 597 B.C., 
Nebuchadnezzar exiled Ezekiel and the other Jews to Babylon. God’s message through this 
prophet regarding these lost ones was the same, “My sheep wandered over all the mountains and 
on every high hill. They were scattered over the whole earth and no one searched or looked for 


them.” 


God’s concern is not simply an Old Testament phenomenon nor is it limited to a single 
group of people. In the New Testament, while Jesus says that he has come for the Jewish nation, 
God’s specifically chosen people, he cannot help but practice inclusion. In John 4:10, a 
Samaritan woman who encounters Jesus at a well is promised water that will never allow her to 
thirst again. She considers physical water but Jesus tells her “If you know the gift of God and 
who it is that asks you for a drink you would have asked Him and He would give you living 
water.” Just as Jesus practiced inclusion, so ought his Church. Not occasionally. Not every now 
and then. Not when it feels good but always. For Jesus, inclusion was not an exception but the 
tule. 

In Mark 7:27, a Greek woman whose daughter had an evil spirit approached Jesus, 
wanting him to cast out the demon. However, Jesus replied, “First let the children eat all they 
want, for it is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.” Yet, because of her 


persistent faith, he included the daughter in his healing embrace. 


"Ezek. 34:6. Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are taken from the New International Version 
of the Bible. 


48 


It is important to remember that Jesus was a Jew and the early church had its beginning in 
Jewish tradition. The Church, though, was not to exist as an exclusive organism. Jesus was and 
still remains the head of what would become a “whosoever will” community. He expects 
moder day disciples to welcome everyone, as well. 

The primary passages utilized that support this premise are found in the Gospel of Luke 


and the Old Testament book of Job. 


Biblical Foundation 


In church circles, one often hears, “It’s not about us but it’s about God.” Since that 
statement is true, disciples must accept that what God wants is for all to be included. The 
primary scripture for this discussion is Mark 10:13-16: 

People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, 

but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. 
He said to them, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder 
them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. I tell you the 
truth; anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little 
child will never enter it.” And he took the children in him arms, put 
his hands on them and blessed them. 

Throughout the Greek testament, three sets of relationships are highlighted as critical to 
the social structure of first century Palestine: husbands and wives, fathers and children and 
masters and slaves. At that time Jewish tradition was patriarchal; it was a culture of undisputed 
male dominance. This passage of scripture follows a passage about marriage. There is a family 
theme running here. But to be more accurate this text is about the Kingdom of God and who can 
go there. Life is full of rules some good some bad. However without rules or laws it would lead 


to chaos. There was a time in the life of Israel where there was no king and everyone did what 


they thought was best. 
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In Jesus’ view the greatest thing is the kingdom of God. By its nature the kingdom of 
God is transcendent (and so not a human product or achievement) and eschatological (its fullness 
is future). No human can bring it about or put a claim on it. It is God’s kingdom.’ 

This text has two main parts. First, it points to Jesus’ love and concern for children, It is 
also important to see the connection to the Kingdom. Since no one can pull it down, wish it down 
or call it down, one must accept the Kingdom of God as a gift that cannot be earned. 

The challenge for everyone, especially the disciples, is to learn how to deal with others 
and, particularly, with those who are “less than” (or so one thinks). The Christian goal is to get 
along and work along with all. Some lessons are harder to learn than others. The disciples 
experienced difficulty with this lesson. 

In the tenth chapter of Mark, Jesus with the disciples in tow, confronts the Pharisees who 
question him about divorce. Jesus is very clear that the dissolution of marriage is not according 
to God’s original plan. Instead, divorce is a concession by way of Moses allowed only because 
of the hardness of human hearts. Jesus says, “Therefore what God has joined together, let man 
not separate.” Starting with the family basics of husband and wife, Jesus declares the importance 
of unity, connection, and community. It is a matter of the heart, particularly the heart of God. 

Beginning in verse 13, Jesus has still another opportunity to teach desirable conditions of 
the heart, this time to his disciples. In verse ten, the disciples have just received the Lord’s 
lesson regarding compassion in marriage but they seem quickly to forget his words. Their actions 
in the next scene are anything but kind. 

People were bringing their children and presenting them to Jesus so that he could touch 


them. The scripture says, though, that the disciples rebuked them. Jesus’ disciples were taking 


‘ Daniel Harrington, The Gospel of Mark (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2002), 301. 
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matters into their own hands and dismissing the children from the Lord’s presence. In their way 
of thinking, children did not belong and, in fact, were an intrusion. 

Rebuke is a very harsh action even when directed at an adult but it can crush a child. 
Jesus does not stand for it. He tells the disciples they are wrong, for all must come to the 
kingdom of God as children. Mark’s gospel shows that there are those who may want to push 
certain individuals away from Jesus. However, the Lord is always concerned about people who 
are in any way marginalized. 

The move of the disciples to shoo away the children brings to mind another account also 
found in Mark 10. Bartimaeus, when calling out the name of Jesus, was told to be quiet. There 
were those who did not want him to make a sound. But Bartimaeus ae insistent for he knew 
Jesus could provide the touch to make him whole. 

Although it is clear that Jesus is displeased at the disciples’ behavior and although many 
theories have been set forth, one is not absolutely sure why the disciples wanted the children to 
go away. It is known that, during these times, status in the community was reflected in a pecking 
order. Often it still is today. Not much has changed from the New Testament days. We are still 


a male dominated society but change is coming. Men had value while everyone else took a back 


seat. 
John Donahue states: 


Jesus’ concern for children follows immediately after his statements 
about divorce. Both women and children could be mistreated and abused 
because of their lack of power. Jesus’ next words and actions give value 
to children as he returns to the issue of the little ones (9:42). Both wives 
and children are to be respected and cherished.° 


5Tohn Donahue, The Gospel According to Mark, (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2002), 301. 
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Donahue further explains that women and children did not hold the same position or 
importance as men. While this biblical event occurred over 2000 years ago, the same attitude 
holds true today. Equality was and is a problem for a world that considers people other than 
themselves to be “the least.” From the beginning of time one group has, without contrition, 


stepped on another to get ahead. 


Nevertheless, the Anchor Yale Ancient Bible stresses Jesus’ warmth toward the children 


in a culture where touching and displaying warmth to one’s child was usually the role of the 


parent. 


Probably the more relevant background is parental blessing of children, which is 
frequent in the OT (Gen 9:26-27; 27:1-40; 28:1-4; etc.) and attested in intertestamental 
Judaism (Sir 3:9). The most important example of this practice, in terms of the later 
history of tradition, is Jacob’s blessing of Joseph’s sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, in 
Genesis 48 (cf. H. Grotius, Annotationes, on Matt 19:13). This blessing includes an 
embrace (48:10) and an imposition of hands (48:14) which makes it similar to the 
conclusion of our passage (10:16; cf. Derrett, “Why Jesus”). The connection between the 
OT model and the early Christian practice of imposing hands was already noticed by 
Tertullian (On Baptism 8), who derives the latter from “the old sacramental rite in which 
Jacob blessed his grandson” (see Jensen, Living Water, 263-64). The linkage is also 
suggested by early Christian art, which frequently depicts this OT benediction, probably 
because it was the model for a Christian ritual practice (see Jensen, Understanding, 123). 
First —century Judaism may have been an intermediary between the OT and early 
Christianity in this regard; one of the mid-third-century paintings from the Dura Europos 
synagogue prominently displays the blessing of Ephraim and Manasseh by Joseph, 
including a curiously elongated right hand (lower center panel: see Kraeling, Synagogue, 
221-23), and at least from the Middle Ages on we have evidence for a widespread Jewish 
custom of parental benediction.® 


The commentary emphasizes not only the way in which the Lord touches them but the 
way he embraces them, as well. Joel Marcus states that Jesus went further than what was needed. 
Jesus often gives the world more than it expects. 

Again, the goal for the Christian is participation in the kingdom of God. In the effort to 


pursue that goal, all who claim the name of Jesus must become childlike. God does not ask 





6 Joel Marcus, The Anchor Yale Ancient Bible, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 717. 
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followers to become again emotional, biological or even intellectual children, but God does 
require us to practice a child’s innocence. 

It is appropriate for Jesus to look for a childlike trust from all his children no matter the 
age. The level of innocence displayed by children is how all should come to Christ. Imagine how 
rich life could be with a trust connection in God. Talking, teaching and preaching Christ is one 
thing; exercising true trust is another. 

There are many reflections on trust in the Bible but the writer is especially impacted by 
an account in Luke. In the fifth chapter, Jesus meets a man with the palsy. As the story opens 
Luke highlights the key players who include certainly Jesus, the Pharisees, and the man with the 
illness. Jesus is teaching and the Pharisees were in attendance but not to learn. They were there 
to judge! Their motivation was to find an avenue to accuse Jesus of wrongdoing. They had come 
to attack. 

Jesus was in a crowded area with no room for anyone to stand let alone get close to him. 
However, the paralytic man had friends who would do whatever it took to get the ill man to 
Jesus. Perseverance, friendship and dedication where strong attributes evident in these men. 
What church would not live to keep members such as these? 

The crowd was too massive for the friends to make their way through the front door so 
they found an alternative method. They tore a hole in the roof and lowered him down before 
Jesus. The friends present a great picture of the church in action. For a church that retains its 
members will practice God’s call to be sensitive to the needs of others. 

As the man is lowered in front of Jesus, he says, ““Your sins are forgiven.” The man had 
to practice the trust level of a child and believe what Jesus says is true. Just as the friends trusted 


Jesus to heal their friend, the friend also must trust to be healed. Jesus forgives his sins and tells 
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him, “Take up your bed and walk.” This man trusted his friends, trusted the sling, harness or 
whatever they wrapped him in to hold him and now he must trust Jesus. When one trusts Jesus 
things just work out even if one is sick and cannot make one’s own way through a crowd that 
probably did not welcome him. Like the innocence of the little children the disciples wanted 
gone even that person is worthy to stay. 

Sometimes even one’s closest companions must be corrected. Jesus is warm to the 
children but not to everyone gathered around him. He rebukes the disciples for turning the 
children away. It is clear that he welcomes an audience with them. One should never stand in the 
way of the much needed embrace that God has for the world. While, in the text, the embrace is 
offered to chronological children, when it comes to Christ, all humans are children and need an 
embrace. Joel Marcus stresses that an embracing God is a God of retention and inclusivity.’ 

Phillip Van Linden discusses total trust, an important characteristic in the makeup of a 
child: 

10:13-16 The model of the child: total trust. Perhaps Jesus’ teaching concerning 

fidelity in marriage inspired Mark to follow that passage (10:1-12) with the image 

’ of the child (vv. 13-16). Mark claims in these verses that only a childlike trust will 
enable his Christians to live up to Jesus’ demands in the concrete day-to-day 
relationships they have, in the family and elsewhere. Once more the disciples seem 

to want to avoid hearing the truth. They scold the people for bring children to Jesus.® 

The problem, however, is that children often operate in a level of trust that leads them to 
submit to a greater power, even when the one in authority is in error. The disciples’ attempt to 


turn the children aside was irresponsible. It is an all too familiar example of faulty assumptions 


made by people with limited authority. They did not believe children were important. 


‘bid. 
8 Phillip Van Linden, Collegeville Bible Commentary, (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1983), 53. 
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Jesus, who has all authority and to whom it is always safe to submit, is quick to rebuke 
such a notion. Creation is defined by divine reasoning and not the reasoning of humans. Earlier 
in Mark 8:33, Peter tries to define the things of God according to the things of man and Jesus 
tells him, “Get behind me, Satan!” In Mark 9:35, when the disciples discies which of them is 
first-in the kingdom, Jesus declares that whoever wants to be first must be last and servant-to all. 


In verse 37 Jesus says, “Whosoever welcomes one of these children in my name welcomes 
me...” 

Throughout the scriptures, Jesus is clear that children are welcome. Yet the disciples, like 
many Christians, are slow to learn, hence the issue in Mark 10. The kingdom of God is truly a 
gift to everyone. No one can earn it, call it down or wish it down. It is a gift made possible by 
the mercy and grace of God. The disciples obviously misunderstood. 

Modern day disciples must be careful that they do not handle God’s children in error. 
The church must be alert to the way in which they approach those who are coming to Jesus. 
Since the scriptures are explicit in how Jesus values “children,” there is no room for manmade 
assumptions. 

In all fairness to the disciples, Mark repeatedly emphasizes that Jesus was pressed by the 
crowds. It appears Jesus never had a break. Perhaps the disciples were concerned that the Master 
might be getting tired. If this were the case, one might understand their actions. On the other 
hand, it also points out that they did not truly understand Jesus or his mission. It also points out 
that they did not understand the Lord’s idea of community. 

In Mark, A Commentary, Adela Collins states, “People were bringing children to Jesus in 
order that he might touch them. ... the disciples rebuked those who were bringing the children. 


... Jesus corrects his disciples . . . to let the children come to him, ‘or the Kingdom of God 
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belongs to such as these.’”* In other words, Jesus indicates that children may share in the group 
that forms around him and in the early Christian community. Since the Lord does not change, 
this means that children are to be included in congregational life of this new age. 

Jesus’ indignation toward the disciples boils over in the statement that “the God they 
represent, this (writer’s emphasis) is the type of person who is especially associated with the 
Kingdom of God.”"° The God they represent is no respecter of persons. 

In “Jesus Blessed the Children,” found in The N.I.V. Commentary, David Garland 
explains that the chronological age of the children in question would range from infancy to 12 
years old. He states that those who were bringing the children to Jesus wished to have their 
children blessed through physical contact from Jesus. According to Garland, the reason the 
children were removed is because they interfered with the status of the disciples. In other words, 
they could not be big when they were surrounded and perhaps upstaged by those that were small. 
Another way of looking at it is, “There is no time for children when I am stuck on myself.” It is 
clear that when the disciples dismissed the children, they did not understand the gift of the 
Kingdom of God and those who could receive it. 

Garland states that this text serves as the basis for the tradition of children being blessed. 
While blessing, Jesus also takes this opportunity to teach about the Kingdom of God. Emphasis 
is placed on the children’s receiving the Kingdom of God as a gift which cannot be earned. 
Garland stresses that children are naturally dependent on others for food, shelter, and clothing 
but it is the Lord himself who offers the greatest gift of all, inclusion in the Kingdom. No human 


has the right to interfere. From the standpoint of position and power, Jesus uses the least in 


°Adela Yarboro Collins, Mark, A Commentary, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007), 76. 
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society to show love to the disciples and to send a message to everyone that . .. position does not 
matter." 

The Good News Commentary adds, “The children play no active role and cannot defend 
themselves against the overzealous disciples.”’” As a child growing up, this writer frequently 
heard his mother say, “God takes care of fools and babies.” Babies come with no hidden agenda 
but just want to be touched by Jesus. Since God—the Good Shepherd—leads, all must learn how 
to follow. 

Why? Humans are not in charge. Many have had the opportunity to lead something but 
have not truly been in charge. On occasion, this preacher thought that he was in charge because 
-someone said “You're in charge,” and he believed them. While he was told those words as a 
store manager for Kroger, he quickly found out that, in charge, he was not. Kroger has a thick 
book on policies and procedures to which all store managers must adhere. This manager was 
supposed to lead others but was not really in charge. The word of God indicates that the husband 
is the head of the household, so as a married man, this writer thought, “Finally I’m in charge of 
something.” Yet when one of the babies cried and he did not know what they wanted—when his 
wife asked if they could afford something and the answer was “No” but she purchased it 
anyway—he quickly found out that he was not in charge. Then he remembered. The Word says 
that “you are the head,” not “you are in charge.” 

There are times when this writer is not even in charge of himself. He is capable of doing 
many things (and he does) but if he does something contrary to the word of God, he must answer 
to the One who is really in charge. Additionally, his faith life dictates that he must ask for 
forgiveness. That's why the third part of his daily prayer is “Lord, forgive me of sins.” 


"David Garland, NIV Application Commentary, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Printing, 1996), 299. 


? Collins, 7. 
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The reason a human cannot be in charge is because humans makes mistakes. They are 


fallible and, even on their best days, they are imperfect. Paui said it best, “...when I want to do 


good, evil is right there with me. 


92 13 


Many issues arise when considering church interaction with children. James R. Edwards 


explores another issue, child baptism. Edwards says: 


Culimann argues that the language of the pericope has been chosen by 
Mark in order to answer the question of the propriety of infant baptism. 
Although Cullmann’s point is possible, it seems more probable that the 
language of early Christian baptism was taken from the passage, for infant 
baptism was scarcely an issue at the time Mark wrote his Gospel.’ 


The issue of child baptism is controversial. There are those who oppose it citing a lack of 


understanding on the part of the child. There are those who support it if the children appear to 


know the appropriate language. What is the language? If one can confess Jesus Christ as Lord 


and Savior and ask forgiveness of their sins, they are permitted to come in to the church. This 


controversy became quite personal for this writer when his eight year old granddaughter joined 


church. She knew the right words—and said them—but did she understand what the words really 


meant? The walk with Christ is not a casual one but a dedicated life style. Not just children may 


know the proper words but have little understanding; the same can be said for adults. 


308. 


Daniel Harrington’s commentary on the Gospel of Mark gives us this comment: 


According to v. 16 those who brought the children to Jesus were seeking 

his blessing. In the context of NT times there were two dimensions to receiving a 
blessing: physical contact with a holy person and a transfer of spiritual power, and 
having a holy person call down the blessing of God the Holy One on another person. 


Romans 7:21. 


4 James R. Edwards, The Gospel according to Mark, (Grand Rapids: William Eerdmans Publishing, 2002), 


5 Daniel Harrington, The Gospel of Mark (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2002), 299-300. 
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Parents have always wanted the best for their children: good education, good 
neighborhoods and good churches. But maybe their greatest desire is to have their children to be 
blessed. Even in post-modern times, the practice is widely held. Old Baptist tradition is to bring a 
newborn before the church and bless them. The entire family comes forward as the minister 
(usually the senior Pastor) blesses the baby and charges the family to watch over and protect the 
child. It is a time of great importance where those in authority and with power pledge protection 
of and inclusion of the powerless infant in Christian community. 

The disciples’ actions here depict a negative picture and throughout the gospels where 
they are constantly concerned about positions of power and influence (in contrast to the “non- 
status” of children).'® 

As Mark shows, when humans try to take charge they can mess up or, at least, confuse 
the issue. Therefore, when attempting to retain church members, disciples need to move 
iamiselies out of the way. These men, who tried to run the children away, were not a rag-tag 
group of confused believers but disciples who walked with Christ. They themselves were put 
down for that walk; why would they then put down others? 

Jesus showed them the error of their ways. Correction is often called for in the modern 
church, as well. So often in today’s church there are those who are small minded and refuse to 
let others—newcomers, children—into the fellowship. The reasons vary from jealousy, pride 
and mean spiritedness just to mention a few of the many vices resident in peopie. Yet, over and 


over, Jesus comes to say that all are welcome in his house. 


16 Ibid. 
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Emphasis on inclusion in community is likewise found throughout the Old Testament. 
One needs only to study the interactions between Job and his friends to understand the way that 
negativity can impact one’s sense of belonging. The writer turns now to Job 11:1-6: 

Then Zophar the Naamathite replied: “Are all these words to go 
unanswered? Is this talker to be vindicated? Will your idle talk 
reduce men to silence? Will no one rebuke you when you mock? 

You say to God, ‘My beliefs are flawless and I am pure in your sight.” 
Oh, how I wish that God would speak, that he would open his lips 
against you and disclose to you the secrets of wisdom, for true wisdom 
has two sides, Know this: God has even forgotten some of your sin. 

In the text, Job is described as a man who had everything and lost everything. Once 
honored in the gates of the city, Job now sits on the outskirts alone scratching his sores with 
shards of pottery. In that culture, such loss was seen as the payment for sin. However, Job, 
whom God calls upright, claims that he has committed no sin and is not responsible for his 
condition. Job’s three friends, Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar—products of the culture—disagree 
insisting that surely he must have sinned. Seemingly, they know Job better than Job knows 
himself. Although ail three friends have similar stories, this writer will concentrate on Zophar. 
One misguided person telling Job what he has done wrong is enough. 

Although it may be hard to believe, Zophar actually tries in his own way to lead Job back 
to God. That is the problem. He depends on his own ability instead of consulting God. 
Therefore, Zophar’s efforts are hampered by a faulty hermeneutic that causes him to pass 
negative judgment on Job’s relationship with God. There is no greater deterrent to helping 
someone in need than to pass judgment on the very person one is trying to assist. This is 


particularly true when one’s advice and decisions are colored by personal opinion. Personal 


opinion, even based on religious tradition, is a sure way to open a door that is best kept closed. 
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Zophar attempts to use wisdom to help Job refocus on God. The result is more of an 
attack than assistance as he challenges Job’s spirituality. Zophar is harder on Job than the other 
two friends, Eliphaz and Bildad. Eliphaz muffled his negativity by hiding accusations in 
background commentary while Bildad presented his with soft words. Zophar pulls no punches; 
he is displeased with Job and makes his feelings clear. 

Job can barely finish speaking when Zophar zeros in. He expounds on the hopelessness 
and the death of wickedness and is careful not to exclude Job from the category. It seems that, in 
his heart, Zophar has given Job up for lost. Zophar speaks right words of evangelism but they 
sound as though hatred is in his heart. God’s plan does not invite one believer to beat down 
another with the Gospel. It requires that the word of evangelism be delivered in a manner that is 
uplifting and encouraging. Job is already locked in mental torment and physical anguish. In his 
weakened state, Zophar’s verbal attack simply makes the torment worse. 

One cannot deny that, during these conversations, Job may not have been the nicest 
person to his friends. He borders almost on being nasty and why not? The friends have falsely 
accused him of doing something against God in spite of Job’s claims of innocence. Even in the 
United States judicial system, people are considered innocent until proven guilty. 

Zophar accuses Job of being both wordy and having a questionable relationship with 
God. 

Gerald Wilson in The NIV Biblical Commentary states: 

Zophar seems to imply that Job was a talker. He often had long conversations 

about his situation. In scripture it states his friends were with him for days 

and not a word was said. However when Job started he was not able to stop. 


A very multitude of jobs words renders his wisdom and thus his words 
will be vindicated.’” 


" Gerald Wilson, NIV Commentary, (Peabody: Hindricks Publishing, 2007), 226. 
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Job’s story shows that some people assume sure knowledge about another’s relationship 
with God. However, a person’s relationship with God is only known fully by that person and 


God. Gerald Janzen comments: 


Zophar charges Job with forgetting the difference between the limited 
wisdom accessible to humans and the infinite depth and hiddenness of 
divine wisdom. Then, forgetting that he himself is limited by the difference, 
he proceeds to tell Job what God would say if God were to speak: It would 
have to do with Job’s exceeding guilt. Having accused Job of empty-handed 
stupidity, Zophar concludes with the attempt to lure him to repentance by 
portraying its outcome as a reversal of Job’s fortunes, !® 


The Revised Standard Bible Commentary states: “He is incensed by Job’s protestation of 
his innocence, and roundly asserts that his punishment is less than he deserves. Job may be 


unaware of his sins; both God knows them and through his afflictions is awakening Job to 


repentance and amendment of life.””” 


The trouble with believers in the text—and today—is low tolerance for what only appears 
to be sinful. God sees all, knows all and is all; Zophar does not and is not. Therefore Zophar has 
no right to chastise Job. 


Zophar has also heard Job say that he is “clean” in the sight of God. But has 
Job in fact said that he is either “clean” or “pure”? His later claim that his 
“prayer is pure” (16:17) is hardly the same thing as claiming that he is pure. 
Has Zophar projected onto Job some concerns that especially trouble him, 
about the purity of doctrine and the cleanliness of human beings before God? 
Whatever his confusion, Zophar will offer answers to questions and problems, 
whether or not Job has raised them?” 


Zophar is so intent on challenging Job that he loses perspective. He is so busy 
formulating his own thoughts about Job’s predicament that he loses touch with what Job has or 


8George Janzen, Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Preaching and Teaching, (Atlanta: John Knox 
Press, 1973), 186. 


Thomas Nelson and Sons, Revised Standard Bible Commentary, (South Africa: Thomas Nelson and Sons 
LTD, 1970), 347. 


© John C. Holbert, Preaching Job, (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1999), 52. 
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has not said. He misunderstands what Job said about himself and, worse, he misunderstands what 
Job said about God. 

Zophar proposes that God has allowed Job to forget some of his evil. God gets blamed 
for a lot of things. But there is no God connection to Zophar’s type of thinking. It is a dangerous 
thing for people who think they know God to assume they have entitled access to God’s 
reasoning. Some believe because they study more, give more or have been in church longer, 
they are part of “the select” and have an inside track to God. They are convinced that God tells 
them more than God tells others. These people then feel compelled to show others where they 
fall short. This builds nothing but a wall between “the select” and “the unselected.” The select 
group can cause a separation in the church thus allowing the back door to swing and remain 
open, creating a retention problem in the church. 

As confident as Zophar may seem, one can question whether or not he has Jost his mind. 
God is not required to reveal anything to anyone, neither to Job nor Job’s friends. If God 
revealed all there was to know about God, God would cease to be God. The only time this writer 
can recall someone else successfully challenging God about what God’s choices, it was 
Abraham. Even he did so with tact. When God was preparing to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah, 
Abraham feared for Lot and Lot’s family who lived there. While God did not change his mind, 


he did allow Lot to get out. 
Zophar, however, assures Job that if he would only follow his friendly advice, God would 


reveal God’s ways to Job. 


You would then discover that God has not even given you what you 

deserve in the way of punishment, and that God has chosen to overlook 

much of your wrongdoing against him. 

It is trae: God still keeps silent and that is why I now have to speak up for him.”! 


21 A. van Selms, Job: A Practical Commentary (Test and Interpretation) (Grand Rapids: William B 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1985), 54. 
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There is a certain level of arrogance in some believers. Zophar is representative of that 
mindset. A person may be able to speak for his or her children when they are young. One may 
be able to speak for one’s husband or wife from time to time but, at no time, can one speak for 
God. Daring to speak for anyone else can impact church retention since those who do so 
obviously lack awareness of their role and that of the church, the Pastor and surely of God. 
When one attempts to speak for another, it is inevitable that pain and error will follow. 

Zophar leans on his own assumptions in an attempt to force Job to accept what someone 
else perceives as the status of Job’s relationship with God: 

Should he come along and relate actively to human beings, and give some 

over to death and keep others with him on earth—who is in a position, and 

who would even dare, to protest? God knows who are false and worthless 

and whose lives are hollow—are mere sham.” 

Zophar’s comments indicate that he feels he has known Job long enough and well enough 
to comment on Job’s life and relationship with the Almighty. However, no one knows another 
well enough to talk about such intimacy. Who is Zophar? The Word of God says “Judge not lest 
ye be judged.”™ Zophar has broken this commandment and, in the breaking, could push his 
friend away from God. 

There are three assumptions that damage relationships in the beloved community. They 
are the assumption of longevity, the assumption of position, and the assumption of finances. 
Knowing someone for a long time or belonging in the church for a long time does not give one 
the right to operate from one’s assumptions. Often people with seniority in the congregation take 
the position that they know more and know best. “I’ve been a member of this church for over 
forty years and I know what and should not happen.” 


22 Ihid., 54. 
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Secondly persons in high positions such as deacons, deaconesses or, dare I say, pastors 
should know more about the Word and the church than a newcomer. Yet, they may not know the 
new person’s experience with God. Caution, then, must be used as one begins to truly know 
another. Case in point: this writer was called to pastor a church in a small town. In an effort to 
get to know where the leaders stood in their knowledge of Christ, he distributed sample question 
to them with plans for discussion. One question asked, “What comes first in your spiritual 
journey, baptism or acceptance of Christ as your Lord and Savior?” Three of six deacons said 
the most important thing was baptism. 

Instead of challenging them, the Pastor decided this was an opportunity to teach and 
began to discuss the event of the thief of the cross. The thief was bound by his hand and feet to a 
cross. He faced a death sentence with no way to get to a pool to be baptized. His request was to 
be remembered and Jesus replied, “You shall be with me.” If the pastor had assumed that the 
deacons knew everything spiritual just because they were deacons, they would still be confused. 
Position does not assume that one knows everything. Position should assume that one is 
teachable. That assumption should be tested. 

Finally, one may assume that because one heavily supports the church financially, one 
has leverage. “I put in the most money so I can say what I want. This church needs me.” God 
“owns all the cattle on a thousand hills.”** Tithes and offerings are mandates from God, not 


because God needs money. They are mandates because “to whom much is given, much is 


required.”> 


The truth of the matter is that when one believes one knows all about God’s people or 


God’s church or God’s self, one reduces the power of God—but only in their own mind. Yet 


4 Psalm 50:10 


ST uke 12:48 
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when people believe—even in error—that they know more about someone’s relationship with 
God than the person his or herself, their misconceptions can drive a wedge between God and 
God’s child. 

For Zophar, there is too great a conflict between Job’s “Why?” and his own reasoning. 
To Zophar, the solution to Job’s dilemma is simple. “Accept what’s going on. Get your heart 
right. Pray and everything will work out all right.” Take that message to a black community that 
has struggled for hundreds of years. Take it to Washington, D.C., where a Black man holds the 
highest position in the land and yet gets little or no respect from a congress that wants to tear him 
down. Take that to a college graduate who has an excellent education but cannot find a job. 
Take that to an institution of higher learning where one is taught to question everything and 
assume nothing. 

Zophar is a particularly devout man who certainly believes in God; yet there are lines that 
should never be crossed. Daniel Simundson in The Message of Job says: 

He (Zophar) is the typical man of common sense, for whom life holds few problems, and 
who is suspicious of him who finds them, and stil! more of him who discusses them 

It is not that he is not a God-fearing man, but simply that the mysteries of God do not 
concern him, for they are too high... as 

In spite of Zophar’s perspective, Zophar—as well as Job—have a place in God’s 
community. Simundson cautions the believer, “The Church needs its Zophars. They are a 


salutary check upon us when we grow too abstract, too clever, too intellectual, when we feed the 


flock on wind and speculation.”’ 


6 Daniel Simundson, The Message of Job (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress Publishing, 1996), 46. 


"bid., 49. 
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The writer recalls a recent Zophar experience. During Sunday school, a participant said 
he could not afford to tithe because, if he did, he would not have lights in his house. He was 
very passionate and believable. However, this writer took the position of Zophar and 
commented that “the Bible says we are required to give tithes.” The Zophars of the world are 
necessary to create a balance in the church. In many ways, the laws of compassion are supported 
by the Zophars. If not for the Zophars, the church would have no resources to share. If not for 
the Zophars, the church would give all the resources away and go broke. There must be 
compassion but, at the same time, level heads must prevail. 

The church and Zophar must function in both compassion and levelheadedness. The 
challenge for the church is to follow the Lord’s example, including all and reserving judgment 
for the Lord. What is the criteria to be judge? The only one who can be judge is one who is 
without error or blemish. That One is the Lord God Almighty. 

For persons like Zophar, it is quite irrelevant which questions are being 

asked, because the answers to all questions are the same: God knows and 

you don’t. Whether Zophar quite understands Job’s basic concerns is 

unimportant. What is important to Zophar is that he has had his indisputable 

say. He, like his two friends who preceded him, fully expects a repentant Job 


to join him at the alter to be received back into the good graces of the 
wonderfully forgiving God.”® 


Zophar must have his say. Yet he will not have the last word. Present-day Christians 
know the story and are able to see the innocence of Job. Unlike Zophar or Job, they are privy to 
God’s earlier comments and the final outcome. However, the question arises, “How would one 
in today’s church respond when the whole of the story is unknown?” Would the words to some 


modern-day Job be, “You must have done something wrong.”? Hopefully not. Instead, let them 


%8 Holbert, Preaching Job, 53. 
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be, “Take heart. The God you serve will not put more on you than you can bear.” In that way, 


the back door remains closed. 
Theological Foundation 


Theology can be defined as the study that includes “language or discourse about God” 
while Christian theology is “the body of beliefs and doctrines that constitute the Christian 
faith.””° This writer believes that a basic tenet of Christian theology claims the existence of a 
relational God who cares deeply about the created world and all humanity found therein. 

In King Among the Theologians, Noel Leo Erskine compares the theological perspectives 
of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. with that of Paul Tillich, Karl Barth, and James Cone respectively. 
Erskine declares: 

What all these theological perspectives have in common is the passion for 

reuniting the alienated and the estranged. But King goes a step further. He 


models for us the marks of the theologian: ~ 


1. The theologian must work from within the struggle to relate Christian 
faith to the concrete conditions that affect both body and soul. 


2. The theologian must be committed to the struggle to change the world 
as well as willing to lay down his or her life in the quest for justice for 
the oppressed. This means that the concrete problems of the community 
must become grist for the theological mill. Issues of economic, social, and 
political justice, poverty, and powerlessness must be brought from the 
periphery to the center of theological attention. 


3. Reconciliation becomes the main key in which theology is set. 


4. Faith and praxis are conjoined as the gospel of Jesus is related to the plight 
of those who suffer and are heavy laden. 


Donald K. McKim, Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 1996), 279, 47. 
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These are the marks of the theologian, and these are the marks of Martin Luther 
King Jr.’s legacy - a legacy that continues to challenge the shape of the church 
and society. ie 
Theologically speaking, there is an undeniable call for equality within the body of Christ. 
This call forces certain questions, “Is there equality for those who leave by the back door? If so, 
who is responsible for assuring that equality is practiced and what does it look like?”. The church 
is quick to say to the newcomer, “Now that you are a member, you are responsible.” Those 
words, however, may simply indicate things for which one must help pay—the light, gas, and 
telephone bills. This may only be the beginning of such responsibilities; what about: the Mothers 
Board, widows and orphans, the relief of the poor and various other expenses of the church? 
Often there is much conversation about the responsibilities of the newcomer but little 
conversation about the ways the church is responsible to the convert. Christian theology would 
insist that the corporate body is responsible for the individual soul and that the individual 
answers to the corporate body. That is the function of Christian love. 
In Paul’s first letter to the church at Corinth, he teaches first century and modern 
congregations how love is defined: 
Love is patient, love is kind. 
It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 
It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, 


it keeps no record of wrongs. 
Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth.” 


311 Cor. 13:4-6. 
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Paul states that love never fails but trusts, hopes and perseveres. He concludes by listing 
three predominant dynamics—faith, hope and love—and stresses that the greatest of these is 
love. 

When questioned as to which commandment was the greatest, Jesus said in Mark 12, 
“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and 
with all your strength. The second is this; ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no 
commandment greater than these.”*? Out of the love one has for God and for oneself must come 
concern for the souls of those leaving by the back door. 

The Christian message simply says “without love I am nothing.” Love unites, is 
inclusive and never exclusive. In Creating a Prodigal Friendly Church, Jeff Lucas addresses this 
union by exploring Mark and John’s account of the money changers in the temple. According to 
Lucas, the money changers’ behavior certainly warranted a whipping? 3 The issue was not the 
act of exchanging money, but the way in which believers were being cheated by those who were 
buying and selling. The temple is a place for all nations to worship and not “a den of robbers.”*4 
As the church more quickly accepts the prodigal, the church becomes inclusive, more Godlike, 
more loving. Lucas issues this challenge: 

Are we willing to be those who do what God does — love the prodigal 
unreservedly? Will we help clear the clutter away that bars their 
homecoming? God will help us if we are willing. As David Hubbard . 


has put it, “In a massive conspiracy of grace, Father, Son and spirit have 
plotted together to turn our lives around.” Let’s say yes to his plan.** 


2 Mark 12:30-31 
3 Jeff Lucas, Creating a Prodigal Friendly Church (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing, 2008), 165-166. 


34 Mark 11:17 
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The second theologian to be considered is Karl Barth. Barth addresses the mystery of 
God and the confusion that may be encountered when one attempts to know God. To Barth, God 
comes most clearly to an individual when his or her moral alarm is set to receive direction 
through the moral compass. 

This writer’s moral ethic agrees with that of Barth; all those who accept Christ should 
continue to be included as part of the whole of the Christian family. In Christian Faith and 
Public Choices, Robin Lovin explains that Barth insists that one must simply let the word be the 
word. That is the task—and test—of ethics. Ethics must not speak for God. 

This reticence in the face of God’s judgment is entirely appropriate to Barth’s theology 
but it provides very little moral guidance.** Modern culture may need specific, succinct and 
detailed explanation. Contemporary society’s mode of communication is in the form of sound 
bites and visual expression. Emphasis is on being politically correct. Is it possible to meet all 
this criteria and still be morally conscious in speech? Is it possible in this atmosphere to be 
clear? Reinhold Niebuhr agrees with Barth that following moral ethics, “yes, we can fight 
Satan—but what if Satan does not look how we perceive Satan?” 

Erskine again refers to Barth as he studies the Book of Romans. According to Barth, 
religion gives people a false sense of who they are in that it makes them feel comfortable in the 
presence of God rather than uncomfortable because of sin.” Could Barth be right? Have people 
become so casually comfortable with the church, that it becomes a routine when it should be a 
place of worship and full surrender to God? There should be a constant level of humility in the 


church which plays out in the world. Instead of casual comfort, there should always be a level of 


3° Robin W. Lovin, Christian Faith and Public Choices (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 23. 
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rejoicing. If comfort is provided, it must be in the form of offering the downtrodden a place of 
refuge. 

Emil Brunner, in Our Faith, emphasizes the human need for friendship. He says: “We 
want others to believe. One cannot be a Christian by himself. All sorts of things can be done 
alone; but one cannot be a Christian alone.”*® Jesus understood the importance of fellowship 
declaring that where “two or three are gathered together in my name, I am in the midst.” 

Yet, one can be in a crowd and still be alone. One can also be by oneself and not be alone 
in soul. Where there is fellowship there is no loneliness. The avenue to Christian fellowship is to 
respond to Christ’s invitation, believing that his way leads to abundant community life. 

Everyone who hears the call to Christ—and accepts—belongs. A favorite hymn says 
“Blest be the tie that binds our hearts in Christian love. The fellowship of kindred minds is like 
to that above.” 

Could there be anything more destructive than broken fellowship? When humans broke 
the fellowship with God, the tragedy began with temptation and disobedience. Over the 
generations, humanity on its own has done little to bridge the fellowship gap between self and 
the Creator, let alone between brothers and sisters. Yet, God with all God’s mercy has made 
provision for souls to find the way back into right relationship with the Divine and with one 
another. The fellowship bond can be mended when a godly church moves to bind. Through God 
all things are possible including a proper fellowship which leads to church retention. The love of 


God is so big that when one is allowed to fellowship with God, that love spills over into 


38 Emil Brunner, Our Faith (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1936), 121. 


3° Matt. 18:20 


“© John Fawcett (Music), Hans G. Naegeli (Lyrics), Blest Be The Tie That Binds. 
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fellowship with one another. God’s poured God’s love through Jesus Christ and, through that 
outpouring, healing can happen, love is realized, fellowship can be maintained and church 
retention is possible. 

Brunner admits that his own weak faith must be strengthened by others. Who has not felt 
a moment of wavering faith, including those in the pulpit? Everyone, Christians included, needs 
someone who can appreciate and understand their struggle in spite of the claim of some to the 
right of privacy—my faith, my religion and my life. Brunner says that faith cannot be a private 
matter but flourishes only in fellowship. He challenges the church to develop a fellowship that 
draws people in and closes the back door. 

This writer was particularly taken by Erskine’s depiction of Martin King’s balance 
between Christian faith and everyday living. One cannot exist without the other. The Christian is 
justified by faith yet is called upon to live in a faithless social structure. Society, for all its correct 
talk but incorrect walk, has no follow-through with action. The Christian must model godly talk 
and walk. 

As demonstrated in King’s life, the theologian must actually fight community problems 
but King adds reconciliation as the key to Christian theology. Since, as King believes, Jesus is 
concerned about the plight of the heavy laden, the church must lighten the load by welcoming ali 
in, taking on others’ burdens and putting into practice a plan to close the back door. 

The third theologian, James Cone, stresses the role of reconciliation. According to Cone, 
if the church is to be real, it must practice koinonia (fellowship) through reconciliation. Since 
the church itself is the result of God’s reconciling grace and mercy, should not members who 
leave by the back door be included in fellowship through reconciliation? The answer is “yes” 


and a conscience effort must be made by all to bring this to pass. According to Cone: 
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If the real church is the people of God, whose primary task is that of being 

Christ to the world by proclaiming the message of the gospel (kerygma,) 

by rendering services of liberation (diakonia,) and by being itself a 

manifestation of the nature of the new society (koinonia,) then the empirical 

institutionalized white church has failed on all counts. It certainly has not 

rendered services of liberation to the poor. Rather, it illustrates the values 

of a sick society which oppresses the poor.” 

‘Cone makes a strong connection between liberation. and fellowship, asserting that only 
the Black church offers both. Perhaps there is simply no history of Cone’s witnessing the white 
church having to deal with those issues, especially the issue of liberation of the poor. Yet to 
Cone, a reconciling church is a church involved in making fractured people whole again, giving 
one a second chance. This is how he perceives the Black church. This writer is reminded of the 
story in Luke about a barren fig tree. The owner wanted to give up. However, the gardener asked 
that the tree be given one more year and he nurtured it to make it fruitful. Cone considers the 
Black church “another chance.” It is a church given hope by the grace of God. The grace of God 
provides the opportunity and nurture for all to become fruitful, even surrounded by a world of 
failure. 

As one examines the theological history of the Black church, one finds theology of 
refuge mentioned earlier. In its early beginnings the Black church was a place where people of 
color could find comfort. It was a place where one could go to be free from physical, financial 
and societal bondage. It was a place where whites would not go and therefore the Blacks or 
Negroes could enjoy freedom if only for a brief moment. E. Franklin Frazier, in The Negro 
Church In America, describes the change in the Black church from a place of refuge to a place 


more acceptable to those who would not disturb the status quo. As a consequence the Negro 


church has lost much of its influence as an agency of social control. Its supervision over marital 


“Erskine, King Among the Theologians, 87-88. 
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and family files of Negros has declined.” Additionally, it is no longer the main platform for 
political change. Blacks make up only 14 percent of the population; therefore the church no 
longer serves as a refuge. Yet a black politician must use the same format as a white politician in 
spite of cultural disparities or financial and numerical disadvantages. While Frazier makes an 
argument for the new norm, James Cone and C. Eric Lincoln emphasize a Black Liberation 


theology. Lincoln states: 
A Black theology is the logical expression for a mature design for liberation. 
The classical church is a conservation of values, which means it invests in 
the status quo. But the church can be aroused and the church militant is a 
force before which few institutions can stand.” 

Frazier and Lincoln, although writing in different time frames, both see the church as 
either a place of liberation or alternately, a place of refuge. Refuge and liberation are not 
mutually exclusive but go hand in hand. In this writer’s view, the church must be both, offering 
each to the degree that is needed most at a particular time. No matter the time, the one dynamic 
that must be constant is love. 

People often attempt to define and redefine themselves. However, God is not concerned 
with human definitions; God is concerned that human love one another. Even while humanity’s 
life views have changed over time, there remains one constant. The House of God and the Black 
or Negro church remain critical to Black or Negro culture. In fact, the House of God and all 
Christian churches remain critical to all cultures. Therefore, Christian disciples must remain true 
to their beliefs and to all members of the faith while continuing to love the family of Christ. 


If there is one thing missing from a theological view of church retention, it is the 


observance and use of power. The most powerful force on earth is God, embracing humanity in 


” Franklin Frazier, The Negro Church In America (New York: Schocken Books, 1974), 76. 
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75 


three forms: the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost. Since the Holy Ghost or Holy Spirit dwells 
among God’s people, the Spirit must empower church revitalization in conjunction with church 
retention. Congregations can attempt to change a church in chaos or to renew interest through its 
own efforts but such change will not last. This writer has seen churches add an extra communion 
service in order to present an image of holiness. Communion is a most holy service because it 
recognizes the debt Jesus Christ paid on Calvary for all believers but the Spirit must prevail. The 
writer has witnessed a church move Sunday church school time from before morning worship to 
after morning worship. Many churches have dropped evening worship due to lack of attendance. 
Some congregations that baptized on first Sunday only, now baptize every Sunday. 

Change is part of the new millennium church. However, what is needed for true and 
lasting renewal is an infusion of the Holy Spirit. Jason B. Vickers author of Minding the Good 
Ground, says, “When we invite the Holy Spirit to come in new and fresh ways we are asking the 
Holy Spirit to refocus our worship on God and enable us more effectively to bear witness to 
Jesus Christ word and deed.”“* He adds that we must ask the Spirit for a better focus on 
worshipping and the courage to promote and bear witness to Jesus Christ. 

God has never forsaken the church. Let the church not forsake God. When the focus 
remains on that which God wants and that which God says, then the church will become what 
God has ordained it to be. God has come to seek and save the lost and to embrace them in God’s 


church. God insists that the back door be closed. 


“4 Jason E. Vickers, Minding the Good Ground (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2011), 54. 
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Early in the formation of the church, controversy arose regarding who could belong and 
who could not. Can people who are “not Jewish be Christians? Must non-Jewish Christians 
keep the Hebrew law?” Less than a decade after disciples of Christ are first called Christians in 
the city of Antioch (approximately 40 CE), difficulties regarding inclusion were evident. In “49 
CE, Peter and Paul have a falling out over whether Jewish and Gentile Christians should eat 
together and whether they should follow Jewish dietary laws while doing so.”“° In Galatians 
2:11, Paul states that he confronted Peter “to his face” about that very issue and the importance 
of inclusion. 

The precedent for the universality of Christianity was established in the opening chapters 
of Acts. Following the Christ’s death and resurrection, the Lord promised to send another 
Comforter to the disciples and then ascended into heaven. Power from on high filled the waiting 
disciples, enabling them to reach out to all humankind—and in each human’s language! No one 
was inaccessible. In the meantime, Saul (whose name would become Paul) was dead set on 
bringing discomfort to what was, at first, thought to be just another Jewish sect. Saul was going 
to whip the Christians back into shape but the Lord had other plans. 

On the road to Damascus, Jesus confronted Saul and converted him from excluding Saul 
into inclusive Paul, Apostle to the Gentiles. Paul evolved into a leader of the church and, under 
his leadership, the church focused on inclusion. It was Paul who said in his letter to the church at 


Rome, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation 


4 Susan Lynn Peterson, Timeline Charts of the Western Church, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing 
House, 1999), 15. 
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to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then for the Gentile.”*” Paul became what God wants 
all disciples to be, an active and loyal soldier in the cause of Christ. 

C.E.B. Cranfield writes, “But for the Jew first then the Greek explains . . . the 
fundamental equality of Jew and Greek which the gospel reveals. The gospel is God’s saving 
power for both.’”“8 

In 48 BCE, Apostles and elders met at the Council of Jerusalem for the purpose of 
discussing whether Gentile Christians should be circumcised.” This conference shows how 
important the growth and inclusion of the Gentiles into Christianity had become. All were to be 
accepted as brothers and sisters in Christ. That meant the traditional structure and attitudes about 


worship would need to be altered. 


A description of worship in the early church known as the Fellowship of the Believer is 


presented in Acts 2:42-47: 


They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking 
of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous 
signs were done by the apostles. All of the believers were together and had everything in 
common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. 
Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in 
their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the 
favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being 
saved. 


This is truly a church working together. William Barclay in The Acts of the Apostles 
mentions nine characteristics of this church: 


1. Jt was a learning church. This writer believes that the key to learning is listening. The 


47 Romans 1:16. 


“C.E.B. Cranfield, Romans, a Shorter Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1985), 20. 
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church disciples listened to the Apostles and to one another; the church today should 
follow suit. Additionally, they spent much time praying together. A part of a strong 
faith walk is an effective prayer life. This writer learned many years ago from his 
Mother that there are four parts to prayer: 

a. humbleness 

b. adoration-adore God 

c. ask for forgiveness and 

d. render petitions-make requests the last thing brought forth to God. 

. It was a church of fellowship. In order to grow as a church there must be fellowship. 
One does not grow alone. 

. It was a praying church. Prayer is the way that humans communicate with God. 
Many have said prayer changes things. As this writer matured, he became more and 
more impressed with the way his mother turned to prayer when something needed to 
change. He was especially moved when he discovered that her formula of prayer was 
taken directly from the Book of Daniel. 

. Itis a reverent church. A reverent people are a God fearing people, looking to the 
Lord not with terror but with a sense of respect and awe. 

. It was a church where things happened. Scripture is full of reports of signs and 
wonders. In this scientific age, if the modern church wants to see miracles, she must 
expect them and not be cynical. God’s power yesterday still works today. 

. It was a sharing church. How can one feel complete when his or her fellow members 
are fragmented and down? The church must be conscious of the sufferings of others 


and, when a need is obvious, the church should answer the call. 
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7. It was a worshipping church. Unlike the problem that is being addressed in this 
project, people participated in worship together as a part of every day life. There was 
no compartmentalization of religious and secular life. Although one can worship 
anywhere at any time, worship is not complete unless we come together. 

8. It was a happy church. Gladness was there. No one wants to be around a sad 
Christian. In fact, the words “sad” and “Christian” should never be allowed in the 
same sentence. 

9. It was a church others could not help liking. There is undeniable attraction to some 
churches and to some church people but this charisma should be present everywhere 
that worshippers congregate. This writer’s belief has always been, “God’s people 
look good.”** Or so they should. 

More and more pagans convert to Christianity without coming through Judaism (145 

CE).*! There is baptism of women candidates (225 CE).” Diversity is here to stay. By 358 CE, 
responsorial and antiphonal music was introduced allowing for greater participation in worship 
by the congregation.”* However, it was not until much later that lay persons in some 
denominations could partake of communion and some today have varying criteria for inclusion. 
Although some denominations currently permit lay persons to assist in communion, others do 


not. 


°° William Barclay, The Acts of the Apostles (Philadelphia, PA: The Westminster Press, 1976), 30. 
*! Peterson, Timeline Charts of the Western Church, 21. 
* Thid., 26. 
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In 1190, the Knights Hospitallers were established with the purpose of interaction with 
and caring for the sick and poor in Jerusalem.** Many more benevolent societies were to follow 
with the result that the poor increasingly found their place in the church. Inclusion, however, has 
ebbed and flowed throughout history. In 1525, one witnesses the Peasants War in which 50,000 
underserved peasants are killed in an uprising in Frankenhausen, Germany. Between 1525-1530, 
Christians kill Christians as Anabaptist are attacked by Catholics, Lutherans and Zwinglians. °° 
Exclusion based on ethnicity, class, denominationalism and ignorance has had to be confronted 
from the onset of Christianity until the present day. 

Some churches, while seeking to grow and be diverse, find themselves in circumstances 
beyond their control that affect retention. Perhaps they are locked into crowded locations. 
However, it may be that they have locked themselves in. While the pastor has the vision to 
relocate, some disciples may refuse to follow the leader. According to Donald Smith, 
“Membership loss is a special urgency for congregations whose local context is unfavorable to 
church growth. If they are to survive they must keep members they already have, rather than 
depending on attracting new ones.”°° 

In spite of struggles throughout history, many experience the church as a caring entity. 
When there was no place to turn, the church has offered an open door, assisting with a bill when 
utilities fall behind, offering a meal to the hungry and providing shelter if needed. However, as 
the world moves faster and faster, traditional ministry can suffer. Some disciples and especially 


some pastors become too busy for regular church folk. The stewardship message is drowning 


4 Thid., 96. 
* Tpid., 128-129. 


*6 Donald P. Smith, How to Attract and Keep Active Church Members (Lovisville: Westminster John Knox 
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and carries no real power anymore. The person in the pew might wonder if any in the church 
really care. In 5 Keys for Church Leaders, Kevin Martin mentions that his father was absent 
from church for a while and no one even called to check on him. No one—not the preacher nor a 
member of the congregation—ever called to find out why. No sermon series on Christian caring, 
no membership drive, no every member canvases can take the place of caring for people.” 

Some would eliminate traditional practices altogether. It’s been said that what worked 50 
years ago needs to stay in the past. While it is true that the church of today must change to meet 
an ever changing society, biblical history paints a clear picture of where the church should be. 

The effective church leader must incorporate the old with the new. One historical 
document important to the Baptist church is the church covenant, usually read before the Lord’s 
Supper. In the Baptist tradition, the Lord’s Supper or Communion is generally observed on the 
first Sunday of every month and is one of the holiest times of the month. Unleavened bread 
which represents the body of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ is eaten; wine or grape juice (fruit 
of the vine) which symbolizes the blood that was shed on the Cross is drunk. This is one of the 
greatest sacraments or ordinances of the church. The words to the covenant may be distributed 
on a separate handout or read from the Baptist hymnal. 

The covenant reads: 

Having been led, as we believe, by the Spirit of God, to receive the Lord Jesus 

Christ as our Savior, and on profession of our faith, having been baptized in the name of 

the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, we do now, in the presence of God, and 


this assembly, most solemnly and joyfully enter into covenant with one another as one 
body of Christ. 

We engage, therefore, by the aid of the Holy Spirit to walk together in Christian 
love; to strive for the advancement of this church, in knowledge, holiness, and comfort; 
to promote its prosperity and spirituality; to sustain its worship, ordinances, discipline, 
and doctrines; to contribute cheerfully and regularly to the support of the ministry, the 
expenses of the church, the relief of the poor, and the spread of the gospel through all 
nations. 


57 Martin, 5 Keys for Church Leaders, 68. 
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We also engage to maintain family and secret devotions; to religiously educate 
our children; to seek the salvation of our kindred and acquaintances; to walk 
circumspectly in the world; to be just in our dealings; faithful in our engagements, and 
exemplary in our department; to avoid all tattling, backbiting, and excessive anger; to 
abstain from the sale of, and use of, destructive drugs or intoxicating drinks as a 
beverage; to shun pornography; to be zealous in our efforts to advance the kingdom of 
our Savior. 

We further engage to watch over one another in brotherly love; to remember one 
another in prayer; to aid one another in sickness and distress; to cultivate Christian 
sympathy in feeling and Christian courtesy in speech; to be slow to take offense, but 
always ready for reconciliation and mindful of the rules of our Savior to secure it without 
delay. 

We moreover engage that when we remove from this place, we will as soon as 
possible, unite with some other church where we can carry out the spirit of this covenant 
and principles of God’s Word.*® 


The covenant emphasizes unity, love and care for one another. It reminds the Christian 
what the purpose of the church has always been and what disciples must agree upon and do so 


that the body continues to grow in Christ. The covenant serves as something from the past that is 


vitally necessary for the present and the future. 


°8 The New National Baptist Hymnal, (Nashville, TN: National Baptist Publishing Board, 1977), 1. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


METHODOLOGY 


A congregation with a history of members leaving by the back door often 
translates into a congregation with a history of members leaving the church altogether. 
Research has shown that the numbers of people who leave one fellowship without joining 
another have become increasingly alarming. No one seems to be closing the back door. 

The hypothesis of this research project claims that once current church members 
experience awareness of this problem, they will become engaged in retention efforts and 
assist in keeping the back door closed. It insists that God is an inclusive God who wishes 
that no one be lost or alone. It seeks first to train the church members to a level of 
awareness about why and when members are lost. Specific training is vital and necessary 
to promote a successful ministry; awareness does not develop without intentional effort. 
Secondly, this model is designed to uncover ways in which current members can practice 
inclusion with new members and returning inactive members, again closing the back 
door. 

The original goal of this writer was to raise the awareness of worshippers at 
Calvary Tremont Missionary Baptist Church but he quickly realized that the model could 
be used to address a growing problem in all churches. With excitement, the writer 


decided to take his alarm straight to the source—-to the pew and to the pulpit. He had to 
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find out why people in his particular congregation (and others) were leaving and what 
could be done to engage existing members in helping others to stay. 

In Closing the Back Door: Towards the Retention of Church Members, Donald 
Smith examines the dropout problem: 

The dropout of church members in mainline denominations is a 

critical problem. Pools taken between 1973 and 1976 found that 

as many as 35 percent of those raised as Congregationalists, 

Methodists, and Presbyterians switched to some other denomination. 

Wade Rood and C. Kirk Hadaway found that10 percent of former 

Episcopalians and 9 percent of former Presbyterians left their 

denominations without joining any other church.! 

While Smith’s focus is on the United Presbyterian and United Methodist churches 
in particular, similar dynamics can be found within any mainline denomination. This 
study is, therefore, pertinent for all congregations concerned about church retention. It is 
too easy, even when being aware of dwindling numbers, to think that a problem is found 
in just one religious segment. 

As pastors and lay people of these specific congregations came together, they 
were alarmed at the size of the problem. During the 1970’s, a membership study was 
conducted in which the Presbyterian Church found that about 70% of exiting members 
did not join another congregation. The United Methodist study was less precise but also 
showed a sharp upswing in membership names being removed from church roles. 

Both denominations are conservative in nature. These losses, therefore, belie the 


assumption that conservative churches have traditionally been able to hold onto members, 


especially those who have transferred in. According to Smith, however, what has served 





: Donald Smith, The Main Stream Protestant Decline: The Presbyterian Design (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1990), 86-87. 
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as the traditional paradigm no longer holds true even in a conservative environment. 
Smith adds that church communities must possess established programs designed to 
tetain existing discipleship as it is unlikely that they will experience a large influx of new 
members that expands or even maintains the existing congregation. 

The writer wanted to find out ifa similar effort would benefit Calvary Tremont 
and used similar methods of collecting data. He utilized the qualitative approach working 
with a focus group of Calvary members. The group consisted of Deacons, Deaconess, 
ushers, Trustees and young adults. With such a varied group, this writer hoped to receive 
a wide range of responses. The results of the testing instrument will be shown in Chapter 
Five. 

These participants completed a pre-test to establish baseline understanding of the 
problem, shared in Bible studies and sermons on the topic followed by group discussion 
and then completed a post-test to measure change in levels of awareness. Observation 
was also used to determine which members of the focus group attended regularly. This 
data was supported by interviews with local pastors. During the interviews, the 
researcher looked first for physical and/or attitudinal obstructions to entering the church. 
Sometimes people do not leave by the back door because they have never been welcomed 
through the front. Data then would be measured and analyzed. 

In the qualitative approach, the project shall be: 

1. Descriptive 
2. Include cognitive interviews 
3. Utilize discussion questions 


4. Gather field experience 
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5. A wide scope shall be used to examine all sides of the project. 
6. Involve Bible study 
7. Sermons will be preached and discussed. 

Questions in the pre and post tests were carefully designed to obtain the correct 
information. Outside interviews with pastors provided input from a more 
denominationally diverse source. 

In Doctor of Ministry Projects, Richard Davies shares guidelines for 
questionnaires. He states, “Before trying to write a questionnaire, spend some time 
writing a memo to yourself about what you really want to find. Then limit your 


questionnaire to the essentials.” 


The writer wrote research questions he thought would challenge the thinking 
of the focus group. Prior to the pre-test and the post-test all questions were explained. It 
was the writer’s hope that the focus group would show significant change from one test 
to another. 

He leaned heavily on both Smith and Davies since, in more than one 
congregation, he had witnessed dynamics similar to those discussed in their material. In 
the small town congregation in North Carolina where he served, the Pastor knew 
everyone in key city positions and they all knew the Pastor. One street in the town—or 
should it be called a country road—was less than a half mile long but was the site of 
seven churches. The street was laughingly referred to as “Church Road.” The town had 
no business or industry capable of drawing new residents so it was critical for each 


congregation to hold onto what was in place. 





? Richard E, Davies, Handbook for Doctor of Ministry Projects, (Maryland: University Press of 
America, 1984), 122. 
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When the Pastor is visible in the community the trend is for disciples to stay put; 
however, even in this small community there is a dramatic decline in attendance. Leaving 
one church to go to another happens but not very often. The writer quickly learned that, 
as a pastor in that small and static community, it was necessary for the churches to work 
together to help one another close the back door. 

As discussed in Chapter One, the context of this project is located on the east side 
of Columbus Ohio, an area that has great significance for the writer. It is the same crime 
and drug infested neighborhood where he grew up. While Calvary Tremont is located ina 
large city, it shares some of the concerms experienced in the small town in North 
Carolina. Calvary’s pastor is visible in the community; he knows everyone and is known 
by many in key positions in the city. Older members tend to stay while keeping others is 
achallenge. The writer wished to explore the frustrations regarding retention that he 
experienced in other places and overheard informally from some members at Calvary. 
The problem is so great and so common. All churches must begin to take on the 
challenge. 

The goal was to measure an awareness of the focus group to church retention 
issues. The focus group consisted of Deacons, Deaconess, ushers, Trustees and young 
adults. With a varied group, this writer received varied responses. The results of the 
testing instrument will be shown. in Chapter Five. 

In Quitting Church, Julia Dunn describes her personal frustration as a church 
member, frustration apparently shared by others. Dunn relates a scene described by 
David Morrow in Why Men Hate Going to Church. Attending a small church Morrow 


did not see the drop off. However he recently attended a larger church with a 
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congregation of 500 members and, overlooking the congregation, was forced to ask, 
“Where are the men?” Additionally Dunn quotes two articles, the first from a 
discipleship journal (“How to Survive Church: Hope for Disillusioned Church 
Goers”) and the second from Time magazine both of which state that evangelicals are 
leaving mega churches. ‘Many are starting smaller churches, even in their own living 
rooms. During a recent discussion Dunn had with a Jewish friend, she discovered that 
believers in his worshipping body are encouraged to come together in small groups. The 
friend shared that he gets more from the small group than traditional worship. From her 
research, Dunn reaches these conclusions: 

So it’s official: evangelicals, for a variety of reason, are heading 

out of church - not all of them and not everywhere, but the trend 

is undeniable. Sunday mornings at church have become too banal, 

boring, or painful. Large groups of Christmas are opting out of 

church because they find it impossible to stay. 

The struggle to stay in church became all too real to Dunn. Could this same 


struggle occur in Calvary? As she shared her problems with church friends, they were 


less than encouraging. “Oh, you’ll leave,” they said, “because they won’t change. Either 


you change or you leave.” 
Dunn’s reply: 


“Not me,” I said. Ihad always criticized those who had left church. 
But within three years, I was gone. For the first time in almost 
thirty years of attending evangelical churches, I was throwing in 
the towel. Like my friend Matt at the Olive Garden, I gave up. 
And I was surprised to find how little I missed going to church; 

it was a relief to avoid the bizarre treatment I had gotten from 
leaders there. I did stick with a Wednesday night home group 
which fulfilled many of the functions of a church, for five years.” 


Fortunately Dunn returned to the church although she still faces some of the same 
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challenges. Her church and all others face these challenges as well—stir up whoever 
remains or make an effort to close the back door. 

Earlier, the writer referred to The Church Covenant, a document usually read in 
the Baptist denomination at the Lord’s Supper or Communion. The Lord’s Supper which 
is traditionally observed on the first Sunday of every month, is one of the holiest times of 
Baptist worship. Unleavened bread which represents the body of our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ is eaten; wine or grape juice (fruit of the vine) which symbolizes the blood 
that was shed for all Christians on the Cross is drunk. A critical part of the sacrament or 
ordinance of communion is recommitting to the Covenant. The Covenant in its entirety 
is found in Chapter Three but the writer now highlights the final segment: 

We moreover engage that when we remove from this place, we will as 

soon as possible, unite with some other church where we can carry out the 

spirit of this covenant and principles of God’s word.* 

For many Baptists, the Covenant outlines obligations of membership and is an 
agreement where disciples promise to glorify God and promote the church. It is not 
meant to be simply read or recited but is a solemn promise to God. It is a document that 
should be studied, remembered, renewed and lived. It applies not just to one individual 


but to the entire community. This writer wanted to understand how this covenant concept 


fared in the minds of the congregation. This project provided that insight. 


Timeline 


Gathering of official project data began in March, 2011 when pastoral leaders 


from diverse denominations were interviewed. In these sessions, five leaders were 
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questioned regarding their experiences with church retention. Information was sought 
regarding reasons for leaving the church and whether the loss involved mainly existing 
members or newcomers. Also asked were how these losses were addressed. How has the 
economy impacted church retention?° 

Additionally in March 2011, the project topic with a pre-test was introduced to the 
Calvary Tremont Disciples study focus group. Subsequent sessions took place on April 
4, 2011 (Bible study), April 11, 2011 (Sermon), April 18 (Bible Study) and April 24, 
2011 (Sermon). After each Bible study and/or sermon, group discussion on retention was 
held. On April 24, 2011, a post-test was administered to examine results. As stated, 
participants in the focus group ranged in age from young adults to senior saints. Yvonne 
Battle served as Context Associate and was a participant in the focus group. Study topics 
and discussions were reviewed with Professional Associate, Dr. Sharron Tucker.° 

Due to family illness and death, project work was interrupted but resumed in 
2013. During the interruption, Field experience continued as the writer fulfilled the role 
of Associate Preacher, teaching, preaching and working with original focus group 
participants as well as other disciples. In this way, he was able to continue monitoring 
the congregation’s awareness and engagement in church retention.” 

Formation of the dissertation was begun with preliminary rough drafts submitted 


to mentor(s) in early 2013 and the final rough draft submitted in March 2014. 








5 Please see Appendix D, Interviews. 
6 Please see Appendix F, Pre-test; Appendix G, Post-test; and Appendix H, Sermon Series. 


Details regarding ongoing congregational involvement in church retention are discussed in 
Chapter 5, Field Experience. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


FIELD EXPERIENCE 


Again, the purpose of this ministry model is to show how current church members 
can affect church retention by keeping the back door open. Additionally, this model is 
designed to demonstrate ways in which members can practice inclusion with new 
members and returning inactive members, thus closing the back door. 

Thomas and Sam Rainer list four ways in which to accomplish that goal: 

A. Simplicity 

B. Deep teaching 

C. Expectations 

D. Multiply! 

The authors believe that the best way to simplify the church is to redefine its purpose. 
That does not mean leaving the original mission of the church but it does mean breaking 
it down to a form that is easier for people understand. For example, instead of simply 
talking about agape, it means stating and showing in clear ways what it means to love 
God and be loved by God. It means demonstrating how God’s love affects individuals, 


how one should react and behave in response to God’s love. It means pointing out the 


ways God first loves humans. 





‘Thomas S. and Sam S. Rainer, Essential Church?, 158. 
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Rainer focuses on ministry and programs of the church since that is what people 
can readily see. When the church responds to the needs of the community, moves 
programs towards those needs, people begin to understand what God’s work is and what 
it is not. Every program will not work tn every community but the challenge of the 
church is to assess the needs for the community they serve. Serving others must be an 
integral part of a simplistic church. 

Loving God and serving others will enhance the spiritual life of the church. Itis a 
sad commentary when the church remains physically or spiritually the same. What is 
needed is openness to the Spirit of Christ so that the body can continually grow. It does 
not matter if there is resistance from the world or from the adversary. When a weight 
lifter is bodybuilding, the more resistance, the more the muscle responds. The more the 
Spirit is injected into the church body, the stronger and more developed the church 
becomes. Also the glory of God is never lessened when there are continuous spiritual 
injections. In fact, during Christian transformation, God is performing a muscle building 
work in disciples right now. 

The simple church must also be unified with the congregation going through 
challenges as one agreeing unit. When a church is divided even visitors can often sense 
the dysfunction. It is critical that all members buy into the mission of the church. A 
mission that is God-centered, biblically based and spiritually sound can easily be agreed 


upon by true believers. 
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Another key ingredient in a healthy congregation is focus. Often it is difficult to 
focus when leaders, in particular, find it hard to say “No.” Focus requires that disciples 
stay on the straight and narrow resisting whatever tries to pull them off course. 
Distractions are everywhere sometimes masquerading as good ideas. Because of the 
generation gap, the technology gap, and the inspirational gap, the young often want to 
strike out in one direction while the older members wish to go another or simply to stand 
still. At least, in the planning stages, however, all must have input. 

When this writer was a young man attending Trinity Baptist Church, his soon-to- 
be wife asked the current Pastor if she could work in the church nursery. The older 
women who ran the nursery objected, saying that young people should be in worship 
instead of in the nursery attending to small children. Pastor E.A. Parham, a wise and 
wonderful man of God, told the senior women, “Who do you think are having the babies 
anyway!” The next Sunday morning, Sister Battle was the youngest woman to start 
working in the nursery. 

According to the Rainers, more than two-thirds of protestant children attending 
church left between the age of sixteen and twenty-two.” One wonders if they felt 
unwanted and unheard. All ideas must be heard and then some agreed upon so that no 
one is ignored or placed outside of community. This was an important attitude Calvary’s 
focus group needed to consider. 

To be spiritually healthy, everyone must make choices based on God’s word. It 


means doing the hard thing and making the hard decisions when it would be so much 





Ibid., 178. 
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more desirable to choose something easy. Certainly no one who is a true believer sets out 
to make destructive choices; but if the church does not stay on a focused path, nothing 
lasting will be accomplished. 

However to practice God’s word, one must study God’s word. That’s where the 
concept of deep teaching is important. Feeding active minds with a higher level of 
learning is critical, especially those in college, trade schools and career development. 
Those people still have an urgency to learn and are accustomed to a higher standard of 
teaching. Young people or others who have not been exposed to formal religion may not 
do what is expected at a church and yet are willing to learn. The church then must 
provide relevant, accurate and engaging courses of learning. 

Many learn through repetition but variety needs to be incorporated. Lf love is the 
subject in Sunday worship, prepare a song about love. Preach a text on love and sing a 
song of love in the invitational period. This can be prefaced by a Sunday school lesson 
on love. In other words, have a pattern and a thread when moving from one portion of 
service to another. The hearers then receive a clearer meaning of that day’s message. 

One often hears young students say, “I left the church because I went away to 
school.” That is a common excuse but not a good one. There are worship opportunities 
at or near the school. To be sure that the person will receives solid teaching, the home 
Pastor can recommend a congregation in the new area that is known for accurate 
preaching and study. Many churches have a program called “watch care” where a 
visiting student or “temporary member” enjoys all the rights and privileges as permanent 


disciples. In this way, one has a church home away from home. 
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The third phase of a healthy church is to expect. Calvary Tremont expects the 
members to be involved. Church attendance and Bible study are strongly encouraged, 
even required particularly of leadership. It is important for new members to become 
involved in ministry so that they belong and put their gifts to use. The ministry should 
be of their own choosing but guided by the pastor or mentor and their own talents and 
skills. Diligence and discipline in participation should be encouraged. 

The most important part of meeting expectations is knowing exactly what is 
expected. Each ministry should have a clear-cut purpose and defining guidelines. 
Retention can be enhanced by enrolling converts in a new member’s class to learn the 
beliefs and personality of the congregation. 

At Calvary, the Pastor reports a seventy percent retention rate for attendees. The 
current aim is to multiply, evangelize and bring the former members back. After the 
training, the church has increased in its awareness of visitors and their need to be 
welcomed. Calvary has always been a church with strong emphasis on hospitality and 
outreach and people are being intentional about welcoming others. The doctoral project 


has strengthened this emphasis. 
Project Implementation 


As new members joined the church, this writer noticed how many would become 
inactive after a short period of time and met with the Pastor to share his thoughts on 


retention. The Pastor quickly announced that the writer would be establishing a five week 
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focus group on closing the back door. Following a call to all members who could make a 
five week commitment, the study began in March of 2011 ending in April 2011. 

Three interviews were completed with different churches to discuss the church 
retention issue. The purpose was to evaluate how these churches experienced loss and 
practiced retention. The churches were as diverse but all who were interviewed were 
employed by the church full time. All interviewees offered ideas and plans, some of 
which were working for them and some not. Ideas were traditional including the use of 
prayer partners or yoke partners. Prayer partners basically called or met with one another 
to talk with God. Yoke partnerships were more involved with increased contact and 
sometimes financial expense for the existing member. In one congregation, the existing 
disciple was asked to take the newcomer to lunch. Caution has to be used so that the 
existing disciple does not become overextended. Yoke persons are instrumental in 
introducing the new person to various people and ministries in the congregation and 
staying in contact should the person become absent. 

Another choice is using phone ministry to encourage members to come to church. 
Some Pastors taught new members classes, others did not. In the project context church, 


the Pastor teaches the new members class and reports a seventy percent retention rate. 
Pre-Test Survey 


As the project began, six questions were used as an introduction and directional 


tool to lead the training. 
1. In your opinion, what helps church growth and what is a hindrance? 
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2. If I use the expression “closing the back door,” what does that mean to you 
about church membership? 


3. Does the church have lost members or does God have another plan for them? 
4. [fmembers are lost who should be responsible for finding them? 


5. If there are lost members, what is your solution to the problem or is there a 
problem? 


6. Should the church keep all who have joined? 

These questions began the open discussion which would occupy the group for the 
next five weeks. Some members answered the questions on paper and turned them in. 
The researcher explained that anything that cannot be talked about in an open discussion 
was not valid for this research. He also explained that the questions were designed to be 
open and not to lock in a certain response. 

The following are the results of the field experience. 

Pre-Test Survey 

1. There is an effective plan in place to follow up absentee members. 

The purpose of this question was to measure awareness of members to church 
policy on retention. Responses were 14% strongly agree, 26% agree, 20% uncertain, 20% 
disagree and 20% strongly disagree. Therefore, 60% of the participants knew nothing of 
existing programs that addressed the concern of absentee members. 

2. The tendency towards territorialism is contained. 

The purpose of this question was to measure the degree to which members 
perceived that certain people claimed ownership of a ministry. Fourteen percent (14%) 


strongly agreed with the statement while 40% agreed, 26% were uncertain, 20% 
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disagreed and no one strongly disagreed. In other words, 52% of members believe 
ownership issues are contained. 

3. There is respect for an individual’s personal relationship with God. 

This question is designed to uncover how many of the body seem to think they 
know more about one’s relationship to God than the person themselves. Responses 
ranged from 53% strongly agree, 26% agree and 21% uncertain with no one indicating 
disagree or strongly disagree. Thus, 71% of all participants surveyed agree that there is 
respect for one’s personal relationship with God. 

4. People from all walks of life are welcome. 

This question examines the belief that no membership exclusions are practiced in 
this congregation. Thirty percent (30%) strongly agreed. Fifty-three percent (53%) 
agreed while 9% were uncertain. Eight percent (8%) disagreed and no one strongly 
disagreed. The result is that 83% of those surveyed believe the congregation practices an 
open door policy. 

5. It is easy for new members to participate. in church ministries. 

While this question is related to statement two, the writer was testing for 
consistency. The results were 26% strongly agree, 33% agree, 20% are uncertain, 14% 
disagree and 7% strongly disagree. Results were close to that of statement two with 59% 


of all participants in agreement that new members can become part of existing ministries. 
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6. The current church has an inclusion plan for children. 

This question is designed to show if children have a place. The results were 26% 
strongly agree, 47% agree, 7% are uncertain, 20% disagree and 0% strongly disagree. A 
large portion of participants (73%) agreed that there is a place for children. 

7, New members have work to do when they join. 

This question is designed to see if participants can identify work available to new 
members. The results are 46% strongly agree, 27% agree, 27% uncertain, 0% disagree 
and 0% strongly disagree. The total in agreement equals 73%. 

8. Additional education would positively affect church retention. 

This asked the participants to evaluate how open to education the congregation 
appeared to be. The results are 53% strongly agree, 35% agree, 12% uncertain, 0% 
disagree, 0% strongly disagree or 88% in agreement. 

9. The congregation has an effective and consistent policy for welcoming visitors. 

This causes the focus group to look at how the church greets visitors. The results 
were 33% strongly agree, 33% agree, 20% were uncertain, 7% disagree, and 7% strongly 
disagree (total of 66% in agreement). 

10. The church has good access for handicapped members. 

This question focuses on concerns regarding those with disabilities. This question 
is particularly critical; if there is no access, how can disciples feel welcome? The results 


were 16% strongly agree, 33% agree; 8% were uncertain while 26% disagree and 16% 


strongly disagree. 
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Training Sessions 


Five training sessions were conducted dealing with various practices that impact 
church retention. The purpose of each session was to heighten awareness of how 
congregations can assist member retention. Members of the focus group were 
encouraged to contribute ideas and suggestions that the writer may have missed. The 
goal was that each participant was able to see his or her role in closing the back door. 


Training topics and session notes can be found in Appendix B. 
Post-test Results 


As this writer examines the results of the same question post-test, he cannot claim 
totally extravagant growth or increased awareness. Often, data shows only modest shifts 
in response. For example, in the first statement which focused on a plan of attack for 
absent members, there was only a 5% increase in agreement to an existing plan. 
Question two (containing territorialism) showed a decline of 4% from the pre-test 
evaluation (pre-test 54% agreed, post-test showed 50% agreed). 

However, the third item (respect for personal relationship with God) went from 
pre-test 79% agreement to a post-test rating of 90%. Question four (welcoming 
everybody) jumped from a pre-test 83% agreement to a post-test agreement of 95%, 
Question five (new member ministry participation) also showed a large increase from 
pre-test 59% agreed to post-test 80% in agreement. Question six (inclusion of children) 
grew from 73% pre-test agreement to 90% for post-test. Question seven (work for 


newcomers) changed from pre-test 73% agree to post-test 80%. It was interesting that for 
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question eight regarding education, pre-test results of 88% agree declined to post-test 
80% agree. Question nine (welcoming new members) showed a very large increase from 
pre-test 66% agree to post-test 90% agree while the increase for question ten (handicap 
access) was also substantially higher (pre-test 49%, post-test 70%). 

The field experience was an eye opener for the writer and participants. The twenty 
participants were involved and faithful to the process. This writer was surprised at the 
low level of growth or improvement in the post test. He understands that research is not 
personal, it is just research. Yet because of his passion for the subject, he wished that 
each category would substantially grow. In the last focus group meeting, the discussion 
was about the importance of every participating member. One member of the group was 
so impacted and compelled to continue learning that he suggested a copy of this final 
training should be put on tape and distributed to every member. 

At Calvary, the current emphasis is to multiply, evangelize and bring the former 
members back even while retaining newcomers. After the training, the church has 
increased in its awareness of visitors and their need to be welcomed. Calvary has always 
been a church with strong emphasis on hospitality and outreach and people are being 


intentional about welcoming others. The writer is pleased that the doctoral project has 


strengthened this emphasis. 


CHAPTER 6 
REFLECTIONS, SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 


When the writer was a child, he looked forward to Sunday and time spent in 
church. He liked Sunday school where the teachers tried their best to teach about Jesus. 
It was fun. Even sermons that he did not always understand were exciting. Songs that 
were sung made him glad. Of course, slipping away to the corner store with his buddies 
brought a sense of joy. One song in particular stands out in his memory-—Leaning on the 
Everlasting Arms: 

What a fellowship, what a joy divine, 
Leaning on the everlasting arms, 

What a blessedness, what a peace is mine. 
Leaning on the everlasting arms. 


He especially liked the chorus. 


Leaning, leaning, Safe and secure from all alarms; 
Leaning, leaning , Leaning on the everlasting arms. ' 


To a child’s mind, those words painted a picture of large hands and outstretched arms 
that cradled each person one at a time. The writer now sees that God does, in fact, carry 
God’s children individually, each according to life’s circumstances. Yet God is so big 
and God is so mighty, that there is room for each child and every child in the everlasting 
arms. The writer now understands that God carries all separately but also together in 


community and in the church. Everyone is welcome. 


'Blisha A. Hoffman an Anthony J. Showalter, Leaning on the Everlasting Arms, Public Domain. 
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God is a God of inclusion and wants no one to be lost or alone. Throughout 
scripture, God makes that undeniably clear. Since the time when Adam and Eve were 
disobedient and sent away from the garden, God has made provision to bring the children 
safely home. When the world was so corrupt that God destroyed it with a flood, 
provision was made for a remnant. God shut Noah into the safety of the ark so that he 
could not exit through some back door and be destroyed. 

God’s plan is that all would be provided with a home and an ark of safety. God sent 
Abraham from family and kindred but to a place, a home, of God’s design. Jacob had to 
leave home because of his own trickery but God brought him back. God brought the 
children of Israel home out of Egypt. The life of David shows that God even brings 
children back home from the sins of adultery and murder. 

Then God sent the Son to bring children home once and for all. Jesus came 
through forty-two generations through the back door of a virgin’s womb in order to make 
it possible for God’s people to return home. Jesus welcomes people that other people shy 
away from through the front door of the Cross—lepers, bleeding women, the blind, the 
lame, the mute. The prodigal son can return home and the elder brother can join the 
celebration if he wants to. Jesus’ sacrifice makes space for all who would enter in— 
including this writer—and that space is the church. Those that have come in through 
Jesus’ front door must now make sure that no one is lost again through the back. 

As the writer reflects over the journey of the last few years, he is amazed at the 
power of God. It is only by the grace of God that the writer can look back and reflect 
over what God has done through this project. Reflection is the process of critically 


assessing, the content, process, or premise(s) of our effort to interpret and give meaning 
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to an eenetiense? It is by reflection that this writer has analyzed the problem of closing 
the back door to gain conclusions and solutions that will benefit his own and other 
congregations. 

In some ways, the writer was somewhat disappointed by the experience. When 
reviewing the post-test numbers from the field experience, he did not get the results he 
was anticipating. While the numbers came back somewhat favorable, the percentages 
were not as high as he anticipated. 

Maybe it was because of where in his mind the journey began. Prior to the start of 
this project, the writer was aware of a drop off of church attendance. However, over the 
course of this process, he was shocked to see just how bad it really is. 

In the late 1980’s, while he was in seminary, a headline in USA Today claimed 
that 94% of people believed in God. One could then conclude that church attendance was 
good. 

However, another article entitled No Shows published in 2010 by Lovett H. 
Weems, Jr, shows a dramatic drop off in church attendance. Dr. Weems, a distinguished 
professor of church leadership and director of the Lewis Center for Church Leadership at 
Wesley Theological Seminary in Washington, D.C., sounds the alarm regarding more 
recent membership loss. From the late 90’s to 2000, numbers were stable, but from 2001 
through 2008 all major denominations have experienced a drop, the Episcopal faith down 
by 18%. The United Methodist down by 11%. Evangelical Lutheran down by 16%. 


Protestants down by 16%. Across the board, church attendance is down. 


2 Jack Mezirow, Transformative Dimensions of Adult Learning (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 
1991), 
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The reasons members leave are many: (1) Death. (2) Relocation of job. (3) 
Disagreement with the Pastor or leaders. (4) Change in key personnel. (5) Financial 
demands are too high. (6) People lose their belief or faith. (7) Retire and move south. (8) 
A split marriage. 

Yet there are many reasons they stay: (1) Feel a sense of belonging. (2) An active 
participant in church activities. (3) A strong faith sense or faith and obedience. (4) A need 
for fellowship. (5) A family connection with other members. For all those reasons, 
however, those that stay may attend only twice a month and consider that pattern normal. 

The challenge is tremendous. How does one encourage more frequent and 
consistent involvement? Many suggestions were shared during the project focus groups. 
Often it was said that the church could begin at the front door. Therefore the writer 
recommendations that all churches start by eliminating whatever obstacles block the front 
door. That includes providing: 

1. Wheel chair access. 

2. Open door to all who want to enter. 

3. Welcoming attitude toward all guests. 

Next, the church must turn its attention to the back door and how to keep it closed. 
At the Calvary Tremont Missionary Baptist Church all new members should be 
encouraged to come to new member’s class. Rev. Dr. Harold A. Hudson, Pastor of 
Calvary, reports a 70% retention rate on all attendees who take advantage of this class. 

Other solutions offered during the project are: 

* Yoke persons. People should be matched with new members to befriend and 


provide support through the church relationship. 
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A deacon responsible for a group of members. The deacon would be in charge 
of contacts and spiritual guidance for those members. 

Activities for young as well as seniors to provide fellowship inside and outside 
the church walls. 

Mission programs to canvas the church neighborhoods to recruit new members 
Cards mailed out to visitors to thank them for their attendance. And follow up 


for future events. 


During a recent intensive week at United Seminary, members of the writer’s 


cohort, the Gardner C. Taylor Fellows, shared what their churches were doing. They 


included: 


Youth to youth, man to man, woman to woman prayer partners 
Intentional education, mission and discipleship classes 

New members fellowship 

New members meetings 

Systematic phone calls 

Fellowship in worship 

Youth fellowship 

4” Sunday fun & exercise 

Small. groups 


Accent fellowship 


The members of the Calvary Tremont Missionary Baptist Church and this writer 


are eagerly continuing the process begun with this project and also taking steps to further 


implement the program. 
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It is a large undertaking requiring willing workers, solid planning and supervision. 
Supervision is necessary for good church management. At Calvary, the Pastor is quick to 
make room for the gifts of others. The Pastor is the under shepherd but it is not necessary 
for the under shepherd to assume all leadership roles. Often times other leaders and 
potential leaders are simply waiting in the wings and, with backing from the Pastor, they 
become successful and productive. 

The writer has learned so much in this effort. He is grateful for the opportunity to 
study and learn additional ways to help the congregation grow. He is also indebted to 


authors such as Kenneth H. Pottly who give guidance to this work. Pottly addresses five 


critical aspects of supervision. 
1. Empathy 
2. Self-awareness 
3. Acceptance of individual difference 
4. Perceptual awareness 
5. An Employee orientation 
Ralph Reber and Gloria Terry also see these items as necessary for good 
supervision. It allows the supervisor to see both sides of the process there by raising their 
awareness.” 
Worshippers of Christ must walk in one another’s shoes. Empathy allows one to 
feel what the other person is going through. By doing so this allows the leader to reflect 
on where they themselves have been and what was learned. The church is composed of 


people from all walks of life. This is true of Calvary Tremont. When the leader can 


3 Kenneth Pohly, Transforming the Rough Places: The Ministry of Supervision, 2" Edition 
(Tennessee: Providence House Publishers, 2001), 140. 
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acknowledge who he or she is and what he or she values, there can follow a level of 
acceptance of who others are. A leader must perceive who their audience is and adapt. 

This is not a new battle. In fact, the term “closing the back door”, is not an 
original name for church retention. During his research, the writer encountered at least 
two other authors who used the same phrase (Kevin Martin, author of 5 Keys for Church 
Leaders and Donald Smith, author of How to Attract and Keep Active Church Members). 

Whether new or old, the challenge remains. Doing all that is needed to close the 
back door is a huge undertaking but, in Mark 10:27 it is written, “. . . with God, all things 
are possible.” How can one close the back door? Jesus answers best. 

“A new commandment I give you, That you love one another; as I have loved 
you, that you also love one another.“ 

The writer thanks all who have shown love through teaching and academic 
assistance, through sharing of time, talents and resources and through patience and 
compassion. As always, he thanks God for grace, mercy and the power to accomplish 
this project. 


To God be the glory! 


* John 13:34 
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Pastor Harold A. Hudson 

Calvary Tremont Missionary Baptist Church 
1255 Leonard Ave. 

Columbus OH 43203 


Dear Pastor Hudson, 


Tam a student at the United Theological Seminary in Dayton, Ohio working on a project 
regarding church retention. The theme is “Closing the Back Door; a Move to Church Retention.” 
It is my contention that all churches experience attendance loss by one means or another and that 


some of that loss is avoidable. 


This correspondence is my official request to utilize Calvary Tremont as the project context and 
to use twenty members of the congregation as a focus group. The focus group consists of five 
sessions of Bible Study/sermons and pre/post tests to examine study results. Summary 
conclusions will be drawn from these sessions to argue the growth or non-growth in 
disseminating information about church retention. 


Thank you in advance for the opportunity to work with Calvary Tremont and its members in the 
development of this project. 


Yours in Christ, 


Rev. Willie Battle 
2103 Prestwick Dr 
Columbus OH 43232 
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Calvary Tremont Missionary Baptist Church 


1255 Leonard Avenue * Columbus, Ohio 43203 
Phone: (614) 258-9933 ° Fax: (614) 253-9569 


July 12, 2013 





Regarding: doctoral research project: 


Rev. Willie Battle: 


This letter is in regard to the doctoral project you are doing at United Theological Seminary for 
researching a project to help eliminate new and established members from departing from Calvary 
Tremont Missionary Baptist Church and other churches. 


This permits you to enroll present members of Calvary to establish a study group, present a study guide, 
teach the group for the weeks you need for the project and present the research you have completed. 


1am positive that this project is one needed by every church and present and future pastors will be 
excited to utilize your research to help slow down the departure of members from their local church. 


Sincerely yours 





Dr. Harold A. Hudson 


Rev. Dr. Harold A. Hudson, Pastor 
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INTERVIEW ONE 


Facilitator: 
Why do you think people leave church? 

Pastor: 
I think people leave because they know the power the bible has and they have not 
seen it in their life. A guy in an airport runs into a nationally known pastor and he 
begins to talk to him. The guy says, “I love God oh, I just love God.” Then the 
minister asked, “Where do you worship?” The man said, “I didn’t say I love 
Church. I love God.” The minister responds, “How can you love God and not 
worship him?” The man replies, “I grew up in the church, but all they talked 
about they never lived out.” He concluded by saying, “I never saw anything 
happening but this worship huddle. We read about the power and yet we do not 
see anything happen. It is like young David in front of the Philistines. When 
everyone else was running, David had the power to become victorious. We are 
empowered but we do not see the power.” 

Facilitator: 
In the presence of church growth have you noticed a loss of old members and, if 
so, how have you addressed it?” 

Pastor: 
People who leave are people who do not want to be involved. If you live in this 
church, everyone has a job in this family.. As people come in, we try to see the 


spiritual gifts God has given them. That makes them feel like part of the family. 
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We incorporate them with class sessions here and with home ministries that meet 
outside the church, This is far above the Sunday morning worship. People who 
leave do not want to take ownership of the church vision. 

Facilitator: 
Do you think the church is meeting the need of the people? 

Pastor: 
This church has made a conscience effort to focus on the community and not the 
building. We have addressed the needs of drug addiction, sexual dysfunction and 
alcoholism. We have designed several programs to get people to meet Jesus 
Christ. With this outreach, attendance has grown and the needy have found that 
Jesus Christ is the only true hope, and not the building. 


Facilitator: 


Has there been a dramatic loss financially and personally in attendance due to bad 
economy? 


Pastor: 


This church has not lost anything through the economy. We focus on obedience. 
Obedience leads to commitment and that leads to tithes. We establish that Jesus 
Christ is the Lord of our life and that includes our pocketbook. I would like to say 
everyone gives. Some do not; but I believe we are a little above the national 
average of tithes at 30%. We do not have people come into what we call crown 


financial, which is an effort to follow the word of God and incorporate their 


household budgets. 
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Facilitator: 
How do you bring in new members? 

Pastor: 
We examine them to see what their strengths are. In addition we place them 
where their strength is. 

Facilitator: 
How does the church deal with members leaving? 

Pastor: 
Members will leave and as long as they’re in clarity in their leaving, we honor 
their departure. We do not believe that God wants someone to be with us who 
does not believe in our mission. Currently the church is working on a one-on-one 
ministry to aid in the area of retention. We educate them to the message of the 
gospel. We plant them in areas that will enhance their strengths. For those 
interested in working with children, we have a national background check to 
avoid some unseen problems. We try to eliminate anyone with a take-over spirit. 


Facilitator: 


How do you deal with people who leave church? 


Pastor: 


Our mission is to help people become passionate followers of Jesus Christ. When 
members leave, we wish them well. We honor people’s departure. If there is 
concern to their leaving, we meet with that person to gain clarity on their part so 


there is an understanding. 


Facilitator: 
How do you know people are gone? 
Pastor: 
I need help, so we try our best to keep some connection with the church. In 


addition we are trying to work on one-to-one ministries. 
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INTERVIEW TWO 


Facilitator: 


Several churches have the pastor as the director of the new member classes. 
What are your thoughts.on teaching new members? 


Pastor: 


Each church is different. The Pastor here does not teach the new member class. 
I believe in empowering other members so the person that draws them is the voice 
of the pastor and as much as you want there to be a commitment to you, you also 


want there to be a commitment to the church. 


Facilitator: 


Why do you think new members leave the church? 

Pastor: 
There are so many reasons; sometimes people can’t handle Pastor mistakes, 
church conflicts, or “no one came to visit me.” Members want to feel like they 
can touch their Pastor. Mega churches deal with this by creating a facade of 
touching but not the real thing. The church has lost its fellowship connection. 


Facilitator: 


Do you think a yoke person is a good option to retention? 


Pastor: 


Some good and not so good. There have been more disappointments than 


ee” 
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successes. The wrong yoke person can leave a bad taste for the church. While 

some new members surpass their yoke person as a bigger asset to the church. 
Facilitator: 

How have you dealt with the issue of territorialism? 


Pastor: 


There are some issues of new members to established church leaders. It can be 
one of my greatest challenges. It’s much easier to bring a new member with a 
member of staff and is not a church member. Richer who have grown up in the 
church have other connections through family and friends. That will hinder a new 
member. I will admit I’ve done nothing but let it work its self out. 

Facilitator: 
From my own experience I have noticed there are some things that you allow 
them to work on their own. 

Pastor: 
So true. Since you can’t be involved in everything things will work themselves 
out. 


Facilitator: 


Have you noticed much résistance to a returning member verses one who has 
always been here? 


Pastor: 


Yes, and it is so bad it can be a congregational move to a point where they will 
shut the retuming member down. However, those who return by joining as a new 


member would seem to get a better response. 
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Facilitator: 
Have you found those who are accomplished in the world looking for immediate 


leadership positions in the church? 


Pastor: 


There is a difference in doing church business verses world business. Church 
business is gray not black and white. The church needs a Christian employee not 
an accomplished one the world. Professional can interfere with Christian. 
Facilitator: 
I have seen where the church has access for the handicap. Have you had 
complaints from those that need the service? 
Pastor: 
T have discovered that some handicapped people who can no longer have their 
independence will no longer come to church. We will go get them if necessary 
but sometimes they still will not come. It’s pride. 
Facilitator: 
What does your gut tell you about how we can hold on to the church members? 
Pastor: 
At the end of the day you must be genuine in the gospel. As a Pastor you take this 
personally. Church retention is about a person’s war with God. I do not believe 


the church of today is anything like what Christ wanted it to be. 
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INTERVIEW THREE 


Facilitator: 
Why do you think people leave church? 

Pastor: 
I believe people have a drop in and drop out behavior, We don’t do a whole lot to 
bring them in and we don’t do a lot to keep them in or bring them back. People 
must feel a sense of belonging and, when no connection is made, they will have a 


tendency to leave. Several-of them are looking to see what the church has to offer 


me. 
Facilitator: 
In looking to see if people are connected, do you Jook at other criteria such as 
bible study? 
Pastor: 
People go through layers of getting connected. If someone comes to a midweek 
service then you start to see the connection but if someone comes to a Saturday 
night bible study then you know you have got a connection. They are making a 
big effort. One seminary student came to me and said if a member can have 
seven positive touches before he experiences one negative touch the new 
member would start to take ownership with the church. For steeple: if seven 
good experiences happened such as greeters and a good sermon and good music. 
If he experienced seven of those and one bad thing happened he would probably 


come back for he had a good experience. When guest come to the church and 
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they declare this is the best service they have ever been to they become suspect 
and odds are III never see them again. I have had people stand up during the 
service, throw the bible down, and walk right out of the church and never return, 


but some have done that and came back the following week, which was shocking. 


Calvary Chapel is a non-denominational church 


Facilitator: 


Pastor: 


Is there a process for bringing in new members? 


No and that might be part of our problem. We believe that if we teach the word 
of God then people would grow and we would be doing our mission. Some may 
come in and ask “Do you allow your members to drink beer?” Our reply is, “Do 
what you want; that is between you and God. The process is more about you; you 
have to make the right decision by the Holy Spirit. A lot of members blow a lot 


of smoke; they tell you what they are going to do when it never happens. 


Facilitator: 


Pastor: 


Have new people come in and found there is no work for them due to territorial 


issues? 


There is a sense of ownership for some members, but as long as the new member 
puts in their appropriate time, they can become a part of said ministry if it is 
appropriate. Some people claim ownership of a certain chair, but I don’t think 


territorialism happens too much in this church. 
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Facilitator: 


What do you think we can do to attract and keep new members? 

Pastor: 
Separating the children from the adults in worship is productive. Children need a 
different route to arrive at the same place. People will leave but we want them to 
go where God leads them. It is surprising how God works some days; with our 
smallest congregation we get the most money. We don’t pass the plate; we just 
have a box at the back of the church where givers give. We resist the approach of 
members to attack guest with asking names and addresses to give them a level of 
comfort so they may return. 

Facilitator: 


What do you see as the future? 


Pastor: 


Iam not sure. Nothing seems to really work. The church grows by baptism, but 


if I am faithful to do what God wants me to do then God will grow the church. 
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Closing the Back Door 
Focus Group Questionnaire 


As we examine church growth, I would like your response to the following: 


1. In your opinion, what helps church growth and what is a hindrance? 








2. IfT use the expression “closing the back door,” what does that say to you 
about church membership? 








3. Does the church have lost members or does God have another plan for them? 








4, Ifmembers are lost, who should be responsible to find them? 








5. If we agree there are lost members, what are your answers in solving the 
problem or is there a problem? 








6. Should the church keep all who have joined? 
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PRE-TEST RESULTS 


1. There is an effective plan in place to follow up on absentee 
members. 


Question #1 





chartmaker.mathwarehouse.com 
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2. The tendency towards territorialism is contained. 


Question #2 
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3. There is a respect for an individual’s personal relationship with God. 


Question #3 


chartmaker. mathwarehouse.com 
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4. People from all walks of life are welcome. 
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5. It is easy for new members to participate in existing ministries. 


chartmaker. mathwarenouse.com 
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6. The current Church has an inclusion plan for children. 


Question #6 





clarbnake-.mahwarehouse.corr 
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7. New members have work to do when they join. 





chartnaker.mathwarehousea.com 
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8. Additional education would positively effect Church retention. 





chartmaker.mathwarehouse.com 





136 


9. The congregation has an effective and consistent policy for 
welcoming visitors. 
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10. The Church has good access for handicapped members. 


Question 10 





chartmaker. mathwarehouse.com 
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POST~TEST RESULTS 


1. There is an effective plan in place to follow up absentee members. 


chartmaker.matinvarehouse.cont 
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2. The tendency towards territorialism is contained. 





chartmaker. mattwarehouse.com 
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eStrongly Agree-65 
eAgree=25 
®Uncertain=5 
Disagree=5 

a Strongly Disagreed 





chartmaker, mathwarehouse.com 





4. People from all walks of life are welcomed. 


Question 4 


a Stongly Agree=75 
eAgree=20 
#Uncertian=0 
iDisagree=5 

e Strongly Disagree=0 


chartmaker. matiwarehouse.com 
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5. It is easy for new members to participate in existing ministries. 


Question 5 


e Strongly Agree=25 
eAgree=55 
sUncertain=15 
uDisagrea=5 

# Strongly Disagree=a 





chartmaker. mathwarehouse. com 


144 


6. The current Church has an inclusion plan for children. 


«Strongly Agree=50 
eAgrae=40 
«Uncertain =5 
aDisagree=0 
«Strongly Disagree=5 











chartmaker.mathwarehouse.com 
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7. New members have work to do whey they join. 


Question 7 


a Strongly Agraa=30 
aAgree=50 
#Uncertain=15 
iDisagree=5 
«Strongly Disagree=0 









chartmaker.mathwaehouse.com 
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8. Additional education would positively effect Church retention. 


aStrangly Agree=50 
eAgrec=30 
¢Uncertain=15 

i Disagree=5 
eStrongly Disagres=0 











chartmaker.mathwarehouse.com 





cme 


9. The congregation has an effective and consistent policy for 
welcoming visitors. 


chartmaker.mathwarehouse.com 
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10. The Chruch has good access for handicapped member. 


Question 10 





chartmaker.matinvarehouse.com 
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PRE/POST-TEST RESULTS 


1. There is an effective plan in place to follow up on absentee 
members. 


PRE RESULTS 





Question #1 








bs: chartrnaker. mathwarehouse.com 





POST RESULTS 





Question 1 





chartimaker.mathwarehouse.com 





2. The tendency towards territorialism is contained. 


PRE RESULTS 








Question #2 











chartrnaker.mathwarehouse.cor 





POST RESULTS 
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Question 2 


2 Strangty AQraee peice 

eAQgree=30. . 

<Uncertain= 20° 
Oisagree=20- 5 

4 ‘Stre omty ts agree=1 a a! 
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3. There is a respect for an individual’s personal relationship with God. 


PRE TEST 





Question #3 








chartmaker. mathwarehouse.com 





POST RESULTS 


Question 3 








chartmaker.maethwarehouse.com 
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4. People from all walks of life are welcome. 


PRE RESULTS 









Question 4 





| 


chartmaker. mathwarehouse.com 





POST RESULTS 





g Question <4 














chartmaker_mathwarehouse.cam 
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5. It is easy for new members to participate in existing ministries. 


PRE RESULTS 


Question 5 


= Strongly Agree=25 

sAgree=55 : 

« Uncertein=15 
Disagree=5 
Strongly Disagree=C0 





chartmaker. mathwarehouse.com 





POST RESULTS 





Question #5 








chartraker. mathwarehouse.com 
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6. The current Church has an inclusion plan for children. 


PRE RESULTS 


Question #6 





chartmaker. mathvwarehouse.com 





POST RESULTS 





Question 6 





chartmaker. mathwarehouse.caom 
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7. New members have work to do when they join. 


PRE RESULTS 





Question 7 





chartmaker.mathwarehouse.com 





POST RESULTS 








Question 7 





chartmaker, mathwarehouse.com 
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8. Additional education would positively effect Church retention. 


PRE RESULTS 


Question 8 








chartrnaker. mathwarehouse.com 





POST RESULTS 


Question § 


chartmaker.mathwarahouse.com 








9. The congregation has an effective and consistent policy for 
welcoming visitors. 


PRE RESULTS 
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Question 9 








chartmaker. matnwarchouse.com 





POST RESULTS 





Question 9 











chartmaker. mathwarehouse.com 
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10. The Church has good access for handicapped members. 


PRE RESULTS 





Question 10. 








chartmaker.methwarehouse.com 





POST RESLUTS 


Question 10 





chartmaker. mathwarehouse.cam 
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Being Childish 
Mark 10:13-16 

People were bringing little children to Jesus to have him touch them, but the 
disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said to them, “Let the 
little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of God belongs to 
such as one these. I tell you the truth, anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God 
like a little child will never enter it.” And he took the children in his arms, put his hands 
on them and blessed them. 

You and I live in a world where growing up is important. Grown ups can make 
decisions and grown ups are responsible. When I was a child, my mother used to tell me, 
“TY cannot wait until you are grown.” What that meant to her was that I was out of her hair 
making decisions on my own which would lead me to have some understanding of what 
she was going through. I too have experienced similar childhood behavior in my own 
children. 

The text tells the story of parents who brought their children to Jesus to be 
touched but, when the children came to Jesus, the disciples rebuked them. Jesus became 
angry because the disciples where out of place with what they were doing. The disciples 
had two problems: 

1). To assume they knew what was best for Jesus 

2). To act upon what they thought. 

The assumption of the disciples was that they knew what was best. But Jesus says 


to all that will enter the kingdom of God to come as innocent and trusting as children. For 
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one thing, children know how to trust. As a parent, | was blessed that my children trusted 


me. That trust has carried over the course of their lives. 
Church retention is threatened when a group of believers do their own thinking. 


Jesus welcomes all children, young and old. Therefore, church leaders must welcome 


them in, as well. 
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Home Boy 
Luke 15:25-32 

Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard 
music and dancing. So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on. 
“Your brother has come,” he replied, “and your father has killed the fattened calf because 
he has him back safe and sound.” The older brother became angry and refused to go in. 
So his father went out and pleaded with him. But he answered his father, “Look! All 
these years I’ve been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never 
gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. But when this son of 
yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the 
fattened calf for him!” “My son,” the father said, “you are always with me and 
everything J have is yours. But we had to celebrate and be glad because this brother of 
yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.” 

The story of the prodigal son is a very familiar one. We have all heard at least one 
message built on this text but I believe there are at least three sermons that can be 
preached from the perspective of: 

1. The prodigal 
2. Loving Father 


3. Home Boy 


Home boy is a reference to the eldest son, the one who stayed home. Yet, the 
prodigal is frequently the main character considered, the one who is a key part of the 


story. Maybe this is the story of a new church member who joins church and leaves. 
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The second and, most telling part of this story, deals with a father who embraces his 
long lost son. Or is it a story about a pastor who lost a member and the member has 
come back home? 

The third part of this sermon centers on an older brother who has problems with a 
brother who has returned home. Or could it be about a long time church member who 
bas spent years in the church, showed up religiously and does not want the lost child to 
come back? 

Jesus said “I have come to seek and save the lost.” 

Church retention is about bringing the lost ones back into the fold. What the text 
teaches us is the sad and stubborn mess of the oldest son. He did not want to go where the 
party was for his younger brother. He did not want to enjoy the music and, even after a 
personal plea from his father, he still did not want to enter in and rejoice. 

The tragedy to church retention and to the story is that some will never be happy 


for the return of the lost. Yet, when man says, “No,” God still says, “Yes.” 
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Parts Is Parts 
Corinthians 12:18-31 


But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he 
wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are 
many parts, but one body. The eye cannot say to the hand, “T don’t need you!” And the 
head cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” On the contrary, those parts of the body 
that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable 
we treat with special honor. And the parts that are unpresentable are treated with special 
modesty, while our presentable parts need no special treatment. But God has combined 
the members of the body and has given greater honor to the parts lacked it, so that there 
should be no division in the body, but that its parts should have equal concern for each 
other. If one part suffers every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part 
rejoices with it. Now you Ate te body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it. And 
in the church God has appointed first of all apostles, second prophets, third teachers, 
then workers of miracles also those having gifts of healing, those able to help other, those 
with gifts of administration and those speaking in different kinds of tongues. Are all 
apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do all work miracles? Do all have gifts of 
healing? Do ail speak in tongues? Do all interpret? But eagerly desire the greater gifts. 

Some years ago, a mass murderer was harvesting human body parts. A comedian 
made a silly remark saying, “Parts is parts.” In reality, parts are parts and the text speaks 
of all parts being necessary to make a whole. Anybody lacking a part is not a whole body. 
In Paul’s letter to the church at Corinth, he mentions of the importance of all parts and 


how the parts come together to make a whole. 
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The sermon begins with a discussion of the difference between a talent and a gift. 
The conclusion reached is that both are gifts from God. We are all one unit with many 
parts. When all parts are together, the church operates as a whole. It’s been said that no 
man is an island. No man stands alone. All members, men, women and children are 
important and unique. The sermons turns to a discussion of the many parts and specific 
gifts mentioned and examines the importance of them all. 

Emphasis on church retention takes into account the existence of all gifts and 
considers the need to share and interact with one another. Each segment needs the rest in 


order to be complete. If we close the doors to members who have left, we miss an 


essential part of the whole. 
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With Friends Like These 
Job 11:1-6 

Then Zophar the Naamathite replied: “Are all these words to go unanswered? Is 
this talker to be vindicated? Will your idle talk reduce men to silence? Will no one rebuke 
you when you mock? You say to God, ‘My beliefs are flawless and I am pure in your 
sight’. Oh how I wish that God would speak, that He would open His lips against you and 
disclose to you the secrets of wisdom, for true wisdom had two sides. Know this: God has 
even forgotten some of your sin.” 

The word “friend” can be defined as one who believes as you do or who, at least, 
tespect your right to your beliefs. Many of us have old friends as well as new ones. I have 
friends who know more than I do and some who know less. What it comes down to is 
that each of us ate proficient in differing areas. Some are more knowledgeable in life 
situations; others in faith situations and daily living. No matter where their knowledge 
lies, the closest of friends are those who practice empathy. When one hurts, the other 
hurts, as well. 

The sermon shares the life of Job, how great his beginning was and how God 
allowed Satan to touch his body. This led to Job’s losing everything, from his 
possessions to his family and including his health. You would expect Job’s friends to 
empathize. At first, it seemed like they did. 

When Job’s friends found out what happened, they gathered around him and wept 
for seven days. After seven days of crying, Job’s friends broke off weeping and began to 
talk. As they talked to Job, all of them accused him of doing wrong. It is unfair for any 


of us to think we know God better than others yet this was the stance of Job’s friends. 
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They all insisted on following the same accusatory trend; all told Job he had done 
something wrong. But you and I both know—and Job knew it, too—that he had done 
nothing wrong. 

How does this relate to church retention? Let me answer by way of a question. 
When someone joins the church and experiences something and we do not know all the 
facts—or even if we do—who are we to define causes or someone’s relationship with 
God? The challenge for the church is to accept people where they are and not to be 


critical because of how a situation looks. Man may say, “You have done something 


wrong” but God says “No.” 
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